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Abstract 
 
This practice-based research investigates the role of the cello in the context of Irish traditional 
music.  Drawing from artistic practice as the primary method of investigation, the author 
analyses imagined spaces within the idiom of Irish traditional music presented through the 
development and presentation of two major performance works; Transcending Liminality: 
(Re)Locating Thebrowncello (2015) and Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016). 
 
This thesis consists of five chapters in which the research is situated as well as two 
performances and an audio CD.  It resides under the umbrella of qualitative research, 
informing on the methodologies, theoretical concepts and creative processes of the author’s 
creative practice.  The invention of an entity the author puts forth, entitled Thebrowncello, 
represents the manifestation of creativity between the author and his instrument in a variety 
of cultural and musical contexts.  This entity is analysed and used throughout this work in 
order to examine concepts such as authenticity and imagined spaces within Irish traditional 
music, as well as concepts such as liminality and communitas and how they have facilitated in 
the status change of a non-native instrument within the tradition. 
 
Two audio/visual recordings of the author’s two major musical performance works and an 
audio CD containing a solo album accompany this thesis, which are analysed in separate 
chapters to address the central research questions of investigation: How can I integrate the 
cello into Irish traditional music as a melodic and accompaniment instrument? and, What is 
Irish traditional cello? What can it be?  This research utilises various methods of 
investigation.  These methods are primarily different forms of autoethnographic writing, 
personal journaling, narrative inquiry, ethnographic interviewing and literature reviews.  
These methods assist in creating a foundation of data with which to analyse the two major 
performance works. 
 
This thesis also includes data gathered from participants within the performance work and 
audience members in order to discover the impact of these works within the idiom of Irish 
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traditional music.  The result of the analyses of these performances further connects the 
author with the entity known as Thebrowncello and informs on how this creative relationship 
can act as a window into the process of incorporating a new instrument into a tradition to 
which it is not native.  The emergence of this entity and its effect on author’s creative 
practice, as well as the entity’s impact within the community of Irish traditional music 
illustrates the importance of this research within the field of arts-practice and Irish music 
studies. 
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Introduction to the Research 
 
 This thesis will explore the potential creative possibilities of the cello within Irish 
traditional music facilitated through practice and reflection.  Three performative works were 
created as part of this exploration; Transcending Liminality: (Re)Locating Thebrowncello 
(2015), Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016), and The Stepping Stone (2017).  The key themes 
driving this research are liminality, communitas and the journey into the Irish music tradition, 
which also contributed to the formation of my primary research question. 
 
Research Question 
 
 The main research question is - “How can I integrate the cello into Irish traditional 
music as a melodic and accompaniment instrument?”  The setting of this question is rooted in 
arts practice research as it is my practice as a cellist which will be the key focus of this study.  
Currently, I perceive the cello and myself residing within a liminal space in the perceived 
periphery of the Irish music tradition and the focus of this research is to critically engage a 
process that attempts to push both into the perceived centre of the tradition.  Subsequent 
questions that stem from this primary one are, “what is Irish traditional cello?” “What can it 
be?”   These questions will be the main focus of this thesis. 
  
The cello is not firmly seated within the Irish music tradition.  From what I have 
perceived of the cello’s role in Irish traditional music it is seen as a classical instrument.  Its 
primary function is often providing drones or contrapuntal accompaniment.  I believe that my 
experience with alternative cello techniques outside of the classical tradition, and my 
knowledge of Irish traditional music, places me in an ideal position to create this new path for 
the instrument.  In order to do this, I will create new work that will engage not only myself 
within a music tradition that I am not native to, but will also challenge views of an instrument 
in a tradition where it is not native.  In doing this, I will be publicly establishing myself as an 
Irish traditional cellist, as well as strengthening my own connections with the musical culture 
of Ireland.  For these reasons, I have chosen to undertake this task through the lens of arts 
practice research.  The research provided in this thesis creates new knowledge, insights, and 
techniques into the disciplines of practice-based research, history of the cello in Ireland, and 
Irish traditional music. 
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Thesis Layout 
 
 Chapter One of this thesis will provide the foundation for the rest of this work.  It 
begins by examining practiced-based research through the work of Nimkulrat (2007), 
Clandinin (2000), Nelson (2013), Bruner (1993), Denzin (1989), Freeman (2004), and others.  
Then it examines performance (Gray, 2003; Alexander, 1998; Schechner, 1988, etc.) and the 
reasons I chose to undertake this type of research instead of the traditional research Ph.D1.  
Following this, I will detail the traditional and practice-based methodologies that I will draw 
from to meet my research needs.  The last part of this chapter will situate myself within the 
realm of my research, providing a narrative that will inform on my background as well as 
providing key formative moments which have led me to this research. 
 
 Chapter Two will seek to identify the space within which the cello resides in the Irish 
music tradition.  It is my belief that if something is going to be relocated from one 
metaphorical space into another, then these spaces need to be identified, which is what this 
chapter seeks to do.  It begins by providing a brief history of the instrument and details its 
uses within Scottish traditional music, American folk music and Irish traditional music from 
the seventeenth to the twenty-first centuries.  This chapter concludes by positing various 
reasons as to why the cello may not have been accepted or included in the canon of 
instruments within the Irish traditional music idiom. 
 
 Chapter Three of this thesis will examine a unique entity called Thebrowncello.  This 
entity is the symbiotic relationship between myself and my cello whom I have named 
Brünhilda.  The chapter starts by describing what Thebrowncello is and how the realisation of 
the relationship began.  Then, it investigates the playing style of Thebrowncello and how it 
was developed through interactions with three influential cellists within various music 
traditions.  The final section of this chapter will focus on the physical interaction of 
Thebrowncello, examining aspects such as posture and playing technique and how they have 
developed over time after meeting with the cellists mentioned. 
 
 Chapter Four focuses on the first major performance work which is a key contributing 
                                                     
1 When I refer to traditional Ph.D. research, I mean research that is not under the umbrella of arts practice 
research. 
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element to investigating the move of the cello, which is the central instrument for me, beyond 
the perceived periphery of the Irish music tradition.  This performance, Transcending 
Liminality: (Re)Locating Thebrowncello (2015) is focused around the development of 
practices that could be perceived by others as an emerging Irish style of cello playing created 
through my own expertise and experience to date.  These practices include Scottish 
traditional music, American folk music, and Irish traditional music.  However, the focus 
remains on my experience within these traditions.  This performance also acted as a practical 
representation of the journey of Thebrowncello into tradition, demonstrating the process of 
including techniques from Scottish traditional music/musicians and American folk 
music/musicians to create my version of an Irish traditional cello style.  The first half of this 
chapter focuses on the creative process and how this performance was devised, introducing 
the musicians, and laying out the preconceived themes behind the performance.  The second 
half of the chapter investigates the themes that emerged after the completion of the 
performance, drawing from my personal reflexive writing and analysis of the performance, as 
well as from the feedback of the contributing musicians. 
 
 Chapter Five of this thesis examines the second major performance work contributing 
to this research, Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016).  This performance demonstrated an 
integration of Thebrowncello into Irish traditional music by showing its possibilities within 
the tradition.  This chapter begins by describing the creation of this performance through the 
autoethnographic and ethnographic analyses of data gathered from the first performance.  The 
next section of this chapter contains a detailed analysis of Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016) 
given from my point of view as I reviewed the recording two months after the performance.  
This section is followed by an analysis of audience reactions to Spreagadh: Inspiration 
(2016) taken from interviews conducted with eleven members of the audience.  This analysis 
will lead toward the creation of another performance work, my debut solo album of the cello 
entitled The Stepping Stone (2017), which will be examined in the final section of this 
chapter.  The analysis of this album will highlight the themes which emerged from the 
previous two performance works and how they have impacted the process of creating this 
album. 
 
 The concluding section of this thesis will tie together the significant strands of my 
research which involve the realisation and evolution of Thebrowncello through 
autoethnographic and ethnographic writing, interaction with cellists who have influenced the 
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playing style of Thebrowncello, my three major performance works, and feedback from 
colleagues and audience members.  This section will also revisit the earlier chapters of this 
research with regard to themes that emerged in the latter half of this thesis, showing the 
importance of these themes in my early life and how they have influenced my musical life 
throughout my time as a musician and throughout this research.  This section also examines 
how all of these factors have addressed my primary research question and will evaluate the 
outputs of this research.  Throughout this section, I posit several different avenues for further 
research potential through both written academic means and future performance outputs. 
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Chapter One   
Methodology, Practice-Based Research and Situating Self 
 
Introduction 
 
This chapter will begin by outlining the relationship between theory and 
methodology, specifically between the various theoretical orientations of practice-based 
research and performance.  Peirce (1995) takes the position that “theory (implicitly or 
explicitly) informs the questions that researchers ask; the assumptions we make; and the 
procedures, methods, and approaches we use to carry out research projects” (Peirce 1995, p. 
569).  However, I also believe that methodologies, specifically practice-based methodologies, 
also inform the questions that drive research.  Throughout this thesis I will examine how my 
personal practice informs this research.  However, I believe that it is important to note that 
the research I undertake in this thesis also informs my personal practice.  Examples of this 
can be seen throughout this thesis as the following chapters examine the entity known as 
Thebrowncello and its transitions through liminal spaces via processes of conception, 
realisation, reflection and reconception within the context of the two major performances and 
the creation of my album. 
 
 I will begin this chapter by examining and justifying practice-based research as a 
method, and how its methods, as well as performance, are essential modes of inquiry for 
answering my research questions.  Following this, I will outline the specific methodological 
approaches that are drawn upon throughout this thesis including both autoethnographic and 
ethnographic methodologies.  The final section of this chapter, entitled “Situating Self,” will 
present a narrative highlighting motifs that have arisen in my practice over the course of my 
musical life.  These motifs will be presented in the section as “key formative moments”.  This 
narrative will provide background information describing how I arrived at the point of 
conducting this research, beginning with how I discovered my practice and how I devised this 
research topic.   
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Practice-Based Research 
 
 Practice-based research and practice-led research are under the umbrella of qualitative 
research.  Nimkulrat (2007) clarifies the distinctions between the two stating; 
“First the difference is drawn on the nature of art/design practice.  Practice in 
practice-based research can be carried out freely for its own sake in order to 
produce artifacts.  This is fairly similar to the general conception of art/design 
practice. On the contrary, practice in practice-led research is conscious 
exploration with the knowledge involved in the making of artifacts. Second, the 
difference is in the roles of practitioner and researcher. In practice-based 
research, the practitioner’s role may be more dominant than the researcher’s 
role. The emphasis seems to be on practice, since a practitioner-researcher 
carries out her research solely based on her own practice. In practice-led 
research, the two roles appear to be equally important, because research becomes 
an intertwined part of practice” (Nimkulrat 2007, p. 2) 
The distinction between practice-based research and practice-led research is difficult to make.  
Above, Nimkulrat suggests that the roles of practitioner and researcher are separated within 
these research styles, however I believe that they can be separate and equal.  The roles of the 
researcher and the practitioner both have to be critical and reflexive in these research styles in 
order to keep research as a central theme.  Cancienne and Snowber (2003) pose the pertinent 
question that states, 
“Even though we use writing as a method of reflection, one question that we ask 
is, ‘How can we access a way of writing from the body, a way in which theory 
meets practice so that the deep listening to life actually spills over from blood to 
ink?” (Cancienne & Snowber 2003, p. 248). 
Despite their engagement with this question from the point of view of dance, I believe that 
this is a central question which is imperative to practice-based and practice-led research, 
focusing on engagement with our practice to inform our research and our writing.  Although I 
reflect on my practice through journaling and writing, it is the physical act of playing the 
cello which provides me with the information to reflect upon.  My body engaging with the 
cello and the cello’s effects on my body inform what I can and cannot do on the instrument.  
By listening to my body, as the above quote suggests, I am able to reflect on what is and is 
not possible in my practice. 
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Throughout this research I will be engaging with both types of research, practice-led 
and practice-based.  Referring to Nimkulrat’s quote above, an example of practice-based 
research in this thesis is demonstrated through the analysis of the first performance 
Transcending Liminality: (Re)Locating Thebrowncello (2015).  By carrying out my practice 
freely and examining the outcomes of it, I was able to create key themes that I wanted to 
demonstrate by way of the performance.  An example of practice-led research within this 
thesis is in Chapter Five when examining the album The Stepping Stone (2017).  In creating 
this album I consciously engaged with numerous aspects of my practice in order to facilitate 
an environment capable of creating communitas2.  However, both styles of research (practice-
based and practice-led) are under the umbrella of practice as research (PaR) (Nelson 2013).  
PaR requires the researcher to link conceptual frameworks and practice combining 
interdisciplinary methods and readings to open the boundaries of a respective field instead of 
closing and viewing the research from a narrow 'specialist' perspective (Candlin 2000; Nelson 
2013).  An example of crossing boundaries in my research is evident in one method I utilise 
in my research, that is autoethnography, which I will detail in the methodology section of this 
chapter. 
“As a method, autoethnography combines characteristics of autobiography and 
ethnography. When writing an autobiography, an author retroactively and 
selectively writes about past experiences. Usually, the author does not live 
through these experiences solely to make them part of a published document; 
rather, these experiences are assembled using hindsight” (Bruner 1993; Denzin 
1989; Freeman 2004, cited in Ellis, Adams & Bochner 2010). 
 
 The hesitation with this type of research is that methods such as autoethnography 
steer away from objectivity.  However, as this research often deals with the practice of the 
researcher, subjectivity is inevitable as data comes from the author.  As Valerie Janesick 
(2000) writes, 
“…qualitative researchers accept the fact that research is ideologically driven.  
There is no value-free or bias-free design.  The myth that research is objective in 
some way can no longer be taken seriously.  At this point in time, all researchers 
                                                     
2 The concept of communitas is examined in Chapters Four and Five. 
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should be free to challenge prevailing myths, such as the myth of objectivity” 
(Janesick 2000, p. 385). 
In autoethnography the researchers formulate and analyse processes based on data gathered 
from their own experiences.  This is furthered by Ellis, Adams, and Bochner (2010) as they 
explain,  
“...autoethnography is one of the approaches that acknowledges and 
accommodates subjectivity, emotionality, and the researcher's influence on 
research, rather than hiding from these matters or assuming they don't exist” 
(Ellis; et al., 2010). 
This idea of including subjectivity within research is only now becoming apparent within 
traditional Ph.D.s, and science itself is becoming aware that there is an “unavoidable 
interrelation between objects and the subjects who observe them” (Nelson 2013, p. 50).  As 
Nelson also eloquently suggests, “...there is no view from nowhere” (Nagle, cited in Nelson 
2013, p. 59). 
 
With regard to my research, in order to understand what it takes to incorporate an 
instrument, such as the cello, into the Irish music tradition, the process of inclusion must be 
examined.  This idea of examining the process is expressed in most writings advocating the 
benefits of PaR.  This was another factor that drew me to a practice-based Ph.D. instead of a 
traditional research degree.  By engaging with my practice throughout this research, I am able 
to examine my creative processes as they are changing and developing.  This will, hopefully, 
result in the inclusion of myself and the cello into the idiom of Irish traditional music while 
also providing a viable explanation of the process of incorporating this instrument into the 
tradition, thereby setting a precedent for other instruments to journey into the Irish music 
tradition or other music traditions. 
 
There are many valid ways that this research could be approached such as through 
grounded theory (Glaser; Strauss 1967) or action research (Lewen 1946).  These two research 
methods both fall under the category of qualitative research and are both utilised in practice-
based research.  However, I want to highlight that practice is my main mode of inquiry for the 
investigation of this research topic which is why I decided to focus on the methods I have 
chosen.  Furthermore, the critical practices of PaR will also help me to understand the artistic 
and cultural contexts provided by myself and the Irish music tradition.  I believe that this 
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interweaving of multiple modes of inquiry is described best by Freeman (2010) saying, 
“Performance practice as research fuses elements of aesthetic consideration with academic 
analysis” (Freeman 2010, p. 57).  My interpretation of this quote is that PaR combines the 
elements needed to create a piece of art, whether visual, performative, etc., with academic 
modes of inquiry to analyse and investigate the process of creating the work of art.  
Therefore, the findings from this analysis contribute not only to broader knowledge on the 
subject of the work, but also to potentially larger artistic and academic communities. 
 
Performance 
 
If performance is my principal methodology in this research, then the term must be 
interrogated.  Gray (2003) posits that there are three types of performances; informal 
performances which consist of “the varied and diverse influences on our existence: race, 
ethnicity, gender and other practiced and rehearsed ways of being” (Alexander 1998, cited in 
Gray 2003, p. 179), semiformal performances such as radio/media interviews, and formal 
performances which are performances normally set on stage.  Most of my musical life has 
been made up of semiformal and formal performances which include anything from 
performing in a symphony (formal) to being interviewed on the radio about an upcoming 
performance (semiformal).  However, my life also consists of countless informal 
performances ranging from anything such as talking to a group of people to sitting in a 
research room and working on a paper, all of which, as Alexander (1998) suggests above, 
influence my existence.  Regarding my research and my current practice, I will be analysing 
these three levels of my performances in order to solidify my identity as an Irish traditional 
cellist. 
 
 Similar to Gray's multiple levels of performance, Richard Schechner (1989) posits 
that performance studies have taken on a “broad spectrum approach” (Schechner 1989, p. 4).  
This suggests that a performance consists of all actions that take place within a performance, 
as well as the factors that influence creating work outside of the framed formal performance 
setting, including informal performances.  This is useful in order to investigate the aspects of 
the creative process, such as how work is devised and what factors influence how the 
performance is framed, that go into a finished performance work.  Schechner explains that 
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performance studies is, “intergeneric3, interdisciplinary4, intercultural5 – and therefore 
inherently unstable” (Schechner 1998, p. 360).  These three words make up the majority of 
establishing my identity as an Irish traditional cellist.  Throughout this research I embody 
these terms by being a non-native Irish musician (intercultural), coming from a classical 
music background (intergeneric), and crossing boundaries to establish a new identity for 
myself and for my instrument within the Irish music tradition through performance and 
research (interdisciplinary).  Therefore, I believe that I am embodying most of Schechner’s 
characteristics which make up the broad spectrum approach. 
 
Performance not only encompasses the study of a finished performance, but also of 
the process of creating the performance work.  Within the context of this research, I will be 
focusing on the creation and execution of two performance works as well as one artefact.  
Christopher Bannerman (2006) examines the creative process leading up to the creation of 
work in his essay titled “The Butterfly Unpinned”.  In this essay Bannerman examines “the 
interplay of the conscious and unconscious in the creative process” (Bannerman 2006, p. 14).  
First, he discusses the difference of tuition versus intuition, coming to the conclusion that 
tuition is something that is concrete, solid and can be taught (ibid.).  Intuition, however, is 
something “invisible, uncontrollable, sometimes available and at other times completely 
entirely absent, defying all attempts at engagement” (ibid.).  Using these terms, Bannerman 
states that a barrier exists in which artists are unable to admit that they are not able to fully 
account for what they do all of the time.  However, through the investigation of my practice 
and documenting my creative processes, I believe I have broken through this barrier to 
account for what happens throughout my practice. 
 
Bannerman states, 
“In fact, all the artists noted that the process of creating work almost always 
began by initiating a search for an unknown, 'emergent premise'; or it involved 
the initiation of a strategy to find such a premise, which could be almost anything: 
literal, conceptual, or a concern stemming from the materials of the medium” 
(ibid., p. 15). 
                                                     
3 “occurring between different genera” (Random House, Inc., n.d.). 
4 “combining or involving two or more academic disciplines or fields of study” (Random House, Inc., n.d.). 
5 “pertaining to or taking place between two or more cultures” (Random House, Inc., n.d.). 
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As an artist, it is my responsibility to engage with this 'emergent premise' and as a research-
practitioner it is my responsibility to document my engagement with it in order to understand 
the role of intuition and tuition within my creative process and my practice.  The ‘emergent 
premise’ within this research, which will be examined in further detail in the section of this 
chapter entitled “Situating Self”, involves searching for a musical home for myself and the 
cello. 
 
Other aspects of performance studies that are critical to this research involve body 
mindfulness and somaesthetics6 in order to observe the physical engagement with my 
practice.  As a philosopher, yogi, Feldenkrais Method and Alexander Technique practitioner, 
Richard Shusterman (2008) argues, 
“...that philosophical understanding of body consciousness can be enhanced 
through practical training in disciplines of reflective somaesthetic awareness; that 
our somatic consciousness is typically flawed in ways that systematically hamper 
our performance of habitual actions that should be easy to perform effectively but 
yet prove difficult, awkward, or painful; and that somaesthetic insight can provide 
us with creative strategies to overcome such faulty habits and other disorders 
involving somatic, psychological, and behavioral problems” (Shusterman 2008, p. 
xiii). 
By enhancing our somaesthetic awareness, we are able to “know thyself” better and therefore 
engage with our practice more efficiently.  Within my own practice, somatic7 awareness of 
what is happening with my body has helped me become aware of using poor technique on the 
cello which has, at times, caused pain in both of my hands.  On a metaphysical level, 
somaesthetic awareness has aided me in identifying the ‘emergent premise’ within my 
practice which has created Thebrowncello, which is an entity examined further in Chapter 
Three of this thesis.  Shusterman also notes that, 
“For even if construed as an instrument of the self, the body must be recognized 
as our most primordial tool of tools, our most basic medium for interacting with 
                                                     
6 “Somaesthetics, roughly defined, concerns the body as a locus of sensory aesthetic appreciation (aiesthesis) 
and creative self-fashioning.  As an ameliorative discipline of both theory and practice, it aims to enrich not only 
our abstract, discursive knowledge of the body but also our lived somatic experience and performance; it seeks 
to enhance the meaning, understanding, efficacy, and beauty of our movements and of the environments to 
which our movements contribute and from which they also draw their energies and significance” (Shusterman 
2006, p. 2). 
7 “the field which studies the soma: namely the body as perceived from within first-person perspective” (Hanna, 
cited in Johnson 1995, p. 341). 
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our various environments, a necessity for all our perception, action, and even 
thought” (Shusterman 2008, p. 4), 
and, 
“Music, with its few notes and rhythms, seem to some people a primitive art.  But 
only its surface [its foreground] is simple, while the body which makes possible 
the interpretation of this manifest content has all the infinite complexity that is 
suggested in the external forms of other arts and which music conceals.  In a 
certain sense it is the most sophisticated art of all” (ibid., p. 126). 
Finally, Shusterman states that, “More than guitars or violins or pianos or even drums, our 
bodies are the primary instrument for the making of music” (ibid.).  Therefore, in order to 
understand the creation of work for and during a performance, it is necessary to be 
somaesthetically aware of the body and conscious of the interactions between it and the mind.  
From my perspective, somatic awareness of my body and its relation to the cello informs 
what I can and cannot do on the instrument, thus helping to determine what music and 
techniques I can perform on the instrument.  Reflecting on this somatic engagement with the 
instrument has helped to inform the relationship between myself and the instrument which I 
will elaborate on in further detail in Chapter Three. 
 
Within this research I am using my understanding of performance studies in order to 
create and broaden my identity as an Irish traditional musician as well as that of the cello 
within Irish traditional music.  It is my belief that performance studies follow a broad 
spectrum approach that encompasses many disciplines and cultural experiences to create a 
wider understanding of art.  Within my performance practice I create work unique to the cello 
and to the Irish music tradition through my own cultural experiences and expertise.  
However, I seek to further this in my research by heightening my somaesthetic awareness in 
order to engage with and document the 'emergent premise' that drives my creative process 
forward.  I have primarily referenced somaesthetics and somaesthetic awareness throughout 
this research as it is something that I engage with most within the context of this thesis.  
However, performance studies encompasses many other aspects as it is a vast field. 
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Practice-Based Methodologies 
 
This section will examine the various methods and methodologies that I will be 
drawing from while carrying out this research.  Nelson (2013) writes that, “the critical 
engagement in the process of documentation in PaR can yield valuable insights into the 
processes of making in different arts, and ultimately leads to more refined arts practices” 
(Nelson 2013, p. 72).  For this reason, documentation of my practice will be crucial to the 
processes and the outcomes of my research.  In Barrett and Bolt's text Practice as Research: 
Approaches to Creative Arts Enquiry, Stephen Goddard says, 
“What characterises creative arts research practice in universities that offer 
doctoral degrees is the requirement not only to undertake a substantial practical 
project, but also a reflective exegesis that contextualises the methodologies and 
significant contributions of the research” (Goddard 2012, p.113). 
Thus, this 'exegesis' will be created from the documentation of my practice that falls under 
the umbrella of Arts Practice research.  Through these processes of reflection, I will examine 
my practice as a performer, exploring the influences that affect the choices I make when I 
play the cello and how I can improve upon them to bring new ideas into Irish traditional 
music.  The following section will examine, in detail, the methods that will be utilised within 
this research, which include narrative inquiry and autoethnography, as well as detailing more 
traditional ethnographic methods, including interviews, transcription, and audio/visual 
recording.  These methodologies will allow me to represent, interpret and reflect on my 
practice within this research (Bartleet 2009). 
 
Narrative Inquiry 
 
This mode of inquiry is a method that draws upon the following types of texts as 
sources for data: stories, autobiography, journals, field notes, letters, conversations, 
interviews, family stories, artefacts from the field (photographs, memory boxes – items which 
trigger memories collected in the composition of lives), and life experience (de Gallaí 2013).  
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) state that narrative is the best way to represent and understand 
experience, noting that, 
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“Experience is what we study, and we study it narratively because narrative 
thinking is a key form of experience and a key way of writing and thinking about 
it.  In effect, narrative thinking is part of the phenomenon of narrative.  It might be 
said that narrative method is a part or aspect of narrative phenomena” (Clandinin 
& Connelly 2000, pp. 17-18). 
Narrative inquiry is a tool that allows researchers to convey their lived experiences in a way 
which allows the practitioner and the reader to engage with and understand the material.  
Through this method of inquiry, the researcher is able to add, “context and feelings, agents 
and histories, to facts, events, ideas and people” (Conle 2000, p. 198).  This allows the 
researcher to provide the reader with content that may not be present in traditional research 
methodologies.   Clandinin and Connelly (2000) expand upon narrative inquiry adding that it 
is three-dimensional containing temporality, the personal and social, and place.  They state 
that, 
“Using this set of terms, any particular inquiry is defined by this three-
dimensional space: studies have temporal dimensions and address temporal 
matters; they focus on the personal and social in a balance appropriate to the 
inquiry; and they occur in specific places or sequences of places” (Clandinin & 
Connelly 2000, p. 50). 
This three-dimensional method of narrative inquiry allows for the researcher to examine and 
analyse the key formative moments which have been drawn from the collected data and to 
see the unfolded situatedness of the story (Clandinin & Huber 2002).  In the context of this 
research, I present a narrative at the end of this chapter which examines the factors that led 
me toward this research.  Throughout the narrative I give an account of my experiences as a 
cellist and Irish traditional musician, which involves engaging with important figures in my 
life at certain stages.  These experiences and accounts are drawn together to form key 
formative moments (de Gallaí 2013), informing on how my practice, up to the point of 
undertaking this thesis, was developed.  This is the most blatant use of narrative inquiry 
within this research. 
 
 Narrative Inquiry is utilised in Chapter Three of this thesis as I examine the realisation 
of the entity known as Thebrowncello through recollections of conversations with colleagues.  
This chapter also refers to interviews conducted with three cellists and how the experience of 
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meeting with these musicians has influenced the playing style of Thebrowncello.  Chapter 
Four draws on methods of narrative inquiry as I evaluate and reflect on the performance and 
the emergence of communitas throughout.  Finally, Chapter Five refers to a detailed analysis 
presented in a narrative form as I analysed the entirety of the second performance work while 
watching a recording of it.  I also reflect on the process of creating my album, The Stepping 
Stone (2017), and how I experience communitas through that artefact. 
 
Autoethnography 
 
 Carolyn Ellis describes autoethnography as, 
“research, writing and method that connect the autobiographical and personal to 
the cultural, social, and political.  Autoethnographic forms feature concrete 
action, emotion, embodiment, self-consciousness, and introspection portrayed in 
dialogue, scenes, characterization, and plot” (Ellis 2004, p. xix)  
My interpretation of this is that autoethnography is a way to connect the personal narrative of 
the researcher to wider perspectives on society.  As most ethnographic fieldwork has a clear 
distinction between subjectivity and objectivity - although objectivity is never really possible 
- more contemporary ethnographic fieldwork, such as autoethnography, realises that there are 
no lines dividing these concepts at all (Chang 2008).  From this point of view Chang posits 
that it is important to consider this question, “Where do you position yourself and others 
within autoethnography?” (Chang 2008, p. 65).  She suggests that there are three possibilities 
that can be considered: 
“First, you can investigate yourself as a main character and others as supporting 
actors in your life story.  Second, you can include others as co-participants or co-
informants in your study.  Third, you can study others as the primary focus, yet 
also as an entry to your world” (Chang 2008, p. 65).   
Within the context of this thesis, I use autoethnography as a method of analysing the 
performance works, presenting myself as the main character and the other performers as the 
supporting actors.  However, there are challenges which arise that could discredit the validity 
of this methodology.  One of these challenges is determining how and when is the right time 
to record data – through journaling or other mediums; on-site or off-site?  In Brendán de 
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Gallaí’s thesis on creative possibilities within Irish traditional dance he states that, 
“If recorded on-site, immediate emotion can be captured, the perspective is likely 
to be less tampered-with, and memories are recorded more vividly.  This 
immediate approach can be disruptive in the field and a high level of self-
awareness can “taint” data.  While waiting to retreat from the field to record data 
may allow a natural flow of activities and occurrence in the field, it may also yield 
less-fresh memories” (de Gallaí 2013, p. 38). 
I agree with both sides of this argument.  The approach I utilised to collect data was to collect 
data directly after my performances.  Then, I reflected on this data several times over the 
course of weeks and months which allowed me to have different interpretations of it. This 
way of collection and analysis broadened my perspective as a researcher.  This provided the 
fresh and “less tampered-with” memories to come through while also providing a somewhat 
outside perspective on the data gathered.  Throughout this research I rely heavily on my 
memory of past experiences, such as in the narrative presented at the end of this chapter, and 
when reflecting on the performative works presented further in this thesis.  Chang notes that 
with autoethnography, “you openly acknowledge your personal memory as a primary source 
of information in your research” (Chang 2008, p. 71).  Throughout this work, these citations 
will be written as an “excerpt from author’s journal”. 
 
Traditional Research Methods 
 
Ethnographic Interviews 
 According to The SAGE Dictionary of Social Research Methods, 
ethnographic interviews are defined as, 
“A form of interviewing conducted in the context of a relationship with 
interviewees with whom the researcher has, through an ongoing presence, 
established relations of rapport and respect sufficient for a genuine ‘meeting of 
minds’ and that enable a mutual exploration of the meanings the interviewee 
applies to their social world” (Heyl 2001, cited in Jupp 2006, p. 99). 
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In its simplest form, an ethnographic interview is a strategy for getting people to talk about 
what they know (Spradley 1979).  Spradley further elaborates on the importance of this by 
saying, 
“Every ethnographer makes use of what people say in seeking to describe their 
culture.  Both tacit and explicit culture are revealed through speech, both in 
casual comments and in lengthy interviews.  Because language is the primary 
means for transmitting culture from one generation to the next, much of any 
culture is encoded in linguistic form” (Spradley 1979, p. 9). 
Within this research I utilise several types of data collection ranging from comments made 
during a documented practice session to interviews conducted one-on-one with various 
informants.  These interviews are used to collect data which supports my research needs.  
“As individual fieldworkers, our shadows join with others, past and present, in a 
web of histories: personal histories, the histories of our academic field, and the 
histories of those we study, for example” (Barz & Cooley 2008, p. 5). 
 
Along with the practice-based methodologies utilised within this research which 
examine my “shadow”, more traditional research methods like interviewing help to tie 
together the “web of histories” that the above quote suggests.  Although much of the data 
within this research revolves around myself I am also informed by interviews with others 
around my research topic.  The targets of these interviews are musicians utilised in the 
performance works of this research, members of the audience from the performances, cellists 
both in and out of the Irish music tradition, as well as other prolific figures in the world of 
music.  In this section, I will describe the interviews utilised in each chapter. 
 
 Chapter Three of this thesis contains a case study of my cello playing, devised 
primarily through interviews with three cellists who have impacted the development of my 
playing style.  These cellists are Natalie Haas, Rushad Eggleston and Neil Martin.  These 
interviews give insights to the origin and development of their unique playing styles, thus 
describing their effect on my playing style.  These interviews were conducted by me both in 
person and over Skype.  Although ethnographic in nature, they have also helped to inform my 
creative practice and how it was developed through interactions with these musicians.  As 
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was the case for many of the interviews conducted, I transcribed them myself a day or two 
after they were conducted. 
 
 Chapter Four refers to questionnaires given to the six performers who participated in 
the first major performance work of this thesis, Transcending Liminality: (Re)Locating 
Thebrowncello (2015).  These questionnaires offer feedback on the creation and execution of 
this performance which is examined alongside my reflections on the performance for a 
detailed analysis which will contribute not only to the creation of the second major 
performance but offer insight into my creative process.  The questionnaires were sent after 
the performance to each of the performers via email and contained a list of questions.  They 
were then asked to email their responses back to me.  I chose the questionnaire format 
because I was not sure what to expect after the performance finished.  I could not account for 
the time it would take to speak with audience members, friends, or performers.  Therefore, I 
thought it would be best to send these questions via email.  This will be detailed in Chapter 
Four. 
 
 Chapter Five contains interviews with audience members who attended the second 
performance work, Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016).  These interviews were conducted by four 
colleagues that I chose to represent me after the performance.  Each of these assistants chose 
three-to-four members of the audience and asked them four questions that I gave to them 
before the performance.  I will expand upon my reasons for undergoing this type of interview 
in Chapter Five of this thesis, detailing how I chose my interviewers and how I created the 
questions asked to the audience members.  I approach the writing that addresses the themes 
that have emerged from this research by not limiting myself to quotations of the interviews to 
the questions that were asked but drawing from the interviews as a whole. 
 
 These interviews, although ethnographic in nature, also work toward informing my 
arts practice methodology.  They are not merely stand-alone methods used for the purpose of 
supporting my research claims, but they provide data which helps inform my practice.  By 
integrating these methods, I am able to, “connect the autobiographical and personal to the 
cultural and social” (Jones 2005, p. 765).   
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Irish Music Studies 
 
 The discipline of Irish music studies is related to the fields of ethnomusicology, 
historical musicology and folklore studies in that it contains many of the same areas of 
investigation.  However, the primary context of this thesis is within Irish traditional music as 
it focuses on the journey the cello and I make away from the perceived periphery and into the 
perceived heart of the tradition.  Therefore, a large amount will draw from and expand upon 
previous scholars’ research on Irish traditional music. 
 
As mentioned previously, Chapter Two of this thesis seeks to situate the cello within 
the realm of Irish traditional music, within a historical and modern context, in an effort to 
identify the journey that the cello and I have to make to be included within the tradition.  
Drawing from scholars such as Neece (2003; 2013), Carolan (2010), Thuente (1994) and 
Scholes (n.d.), I will briefly examine the state of music in Ireland in the 18th to the 19th 
centuries which will set the stage for an investigation as to why the cello has not yet been 
included within the centrality of Irish traditional music.  I will also draw from the work of 
Boydell (1998), Vallely (2011), White (1998), Thuente (1994), Foster (1988), Ní Chaoimh 
(2010), and more to examine the concept of cultural nationalism and posit its effect on the 
inclusion or exclusion of instruments within the Irish music tradition in pre-twentieth as well 
as twentieth-century Ireland. 
 
 This thesis will also examine the concept of authenticity in relation to Irish traditional 
music, referring to the work of Vallely (2005; 2011) and Breathnach (1996).  In this context, 
however, I do not seek to address authenticity in terms of the creation of new tunes and their 
acceptance into the tradition (Vallely 2011, p. 671-672).  I will instead be investigating the 
concept of authenticity regarding the inclusion of a new instrument within the tradition and 
the challenges that it faces against instruments that are considered to be ‘authentic’, such as 
the fiddle, within the context of Irish traditional music.  Furthermore, the style of cello 
playing I have developed to be used within traditional music will be examined according to 
many of the stylistic parameters referenced by Niall Keegan (2010) in his work, The 
Parameters of Style in Irish Traditional Music, such as ornamentation, instrument specific 
techniques, tone, etc. 
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Audio/Visual Recording 
 
 As Nimkulrat (2007) states, 
“Documentation is of vital importance in performing practice-led research.  
Artifacts produced in the practice without the documentation of the artistic 
process may not be sufficient to support a research claim” (Nimkulrat 2007, p. 5) 
Therefore, I have audio and visual recordings of many of the rehearsals for performance 
preparation as well as professional-quality recordings of Transcending Liminality: 
(Re)Locating Thebrowncello (2015), Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016), and The Stepping Stone 
(2017).  These recordings are necessary to reflect on the creative process involved in the 
creation of these major works.  They also contribute toward the analysis of these performance 
works which are documented in Chapters Four and Five of this thesis.  Recordings, however 
useful when reflecting and analysing the performance, do not capture the atmosphere of the 
performance space or the experience of being an audience member during a performance 
work.  However, they can be an accurate aural and visual representation of the performance 
after the event. 
 
 Transcending Liminality: (Re)Locating Thebrowncello (2015) was visually recorded 
on a single Sony camera by Kristyn Fontanella, employed by the Irish World Academy of 
Music and Dance.  The camera was placed near the front of the stage on the right side.  Audio 
was captured from the mixing desk, creating a recording of the live sound coming from the 
front-of-house system.  Upon receiving both of these recordings, I synchronised the audio 
from the mixing desk with the camera feed in Windows Movie Maker (Windows 2012). 
 
 Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016) was visually recorded on two Sony cameras provided 
by the Irish World Academy and recorded by Lucy Dawson, who is also employed by the 
Irish World Academy.  One camera was placed at the back of Theatre 1, while the other was 
on the ground level on a tripod.  The audio for this performance was also captured from the 
mixing desk, however unlike the last performance, it was sent to me in order for me to mix 
myself.  I mixed this performance at my house using Pro Tools (Avid Technology, Inc.  
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2016) on my personal laptop.  After mixing, I synchronised the finalised audio with the video 
edited by Lucy Dawson on Windows Movie Maker (Windows 2012). 
 
 The recording of The Stepping Stone (2017) will be detailed in Chapter Five of this 
thesis.  This album was professionally recorded using a multitude of high-quality 
microphones and recording software.  The microphones varied according to the instrument 
which was being recorded in order to achieve the most accurate representation of the 
instrument’s sound.  This album was recorded by Dave O’Brien in Theatre One of the Irish 
World Academy.  It was mixed by Dave in his personal studio under my direction.  The 
album was mastered at WAV Mastering in Limerick by Richard Dowling. 
 
Transcription 
 
 Throughout this thesis, I reference music transcriptions of various techniques found 
within certain genres of music as well as notation of techniques I have created and 
transcriptions of sections of tunes which I have pulled from the performances mentioned 
above.  This is to create a visual representation of the referenced material for better 
understanding within the context of the writing.  Vallely (2011) notes this, stating that, 
“However, for someone aiming to play to a high standard, or for a curious player 
wanting to understand how certain effects are achieved, graphic representation of 
a stylist’s performance (in the absence of a tutorial with the master player or a 
researcher) is vital.  In such a case it can provide information visually that the ear 
alone may not be able to decipher” (Vallely 2011, p. 496). 
One difficulty of transcription occurs when an uncommon or contemporary technique needs 
to be transcribed.  An example of this is referenced in Chapter Two in a transcription of 
Rushad Eggleston’s unique “upward triplet” technique.  This is something that he created 
which has no standardised notation. 
 
 Another challenge of transcribing music by ear is accurately representing the music 
being played.  If a passage within a piece of music is too fast to transcribe, software might be 
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used to slow down the audio.  A problem with this is that the software, if slowing the piece a 
large amount, may distort the pitch and rhythms of the original audio.  This would result in an 
inaccurate representation of the piece being transcribed.  The transcriptions of the music I 
present in this thesis are the most accurate to my ability as a musician experienced in aural 
transcription. 
 
Situating Self 
 
 As I mentioned previously, this section utilises narrative inquiry by presenting a 
narrative which provides a personal background of the circumstances that guided me toward 
this research topic.  It will be told from my point of view with supporting quotes from people 
who have influenced and helped me on this journey.  My primary source of data for this 
narrative comes from my personal memory.  This data, as Chang (2008) states, “is a building 
block of autoethnography because the past gives a context to the present self and memory 
opens a door to the richness of the past” (Chang 2008, p. 71).  Throughout this narrative, I 
present key formative moments which result from the analysis of what I deem to be 
significant moments which have influenced my life as a musician.  These moments will be 
highlighted and examined throughout this narrative and a summation of these moments and 
how they have led to my current research status will be examined at the end. 
 
 I am from a poor and impoverished city in Arkansas called Pine Bluff.  The crime rate 
was and is extremely high and is only outmatched by the constant lingering smell of the paper 
mill that resides just outside of the city (Usborne 2013).  This is the city I was born in, both 
physically and as a musician. 
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 My musical journey began when I was in the fourth grade at 
Oak Park Foreign Language and Communications Magnet 
School.  This school was in constant danger of falling under the 
status of academic distress8.  Despite this, the school district was 
fortunate enough to have an orchestra program that stemmed 
from, but had little to do with, the symphony that had residence in 
the city.  It was through this that the high school students in the 
orchestra program took a field trip every year to the middle 
schools around the city to perform a “Pink Panther” concert to get 
students excited about classical music and to join the program the 
following year.  This is what captured me from the beginning and 
how I was recruited into the Pine Bluff School District Orchestra Association, and thus how I 
began my journey toward being a musician. 
 
 There were four schools in Pine Bluff that taught fourth, fifth and sixth grade levels9 
when I was in school.  When sixth grade was finished, the students all combined at one 
school, which was Southeast Middle School.  This meant that all of the orchestras combined 
to form one large orchestra. I do not remember how many there were, but my orchestra of ten 
or twelve grew to around forty members.  In the low string section there were two cellists, 
including myself, and three bassists. 
It was time for play-offs, which were our exams for the orchestra.  There were 
certain points in the year when the play-off would be private and we would go into 
a room and play for the teacher while the rest of the orchestra would continue 
working.  However, this was a public one. For this, we were playing “When the 
Saints Go Marching In,” which had a more intricate walking bass line for the 
cello section.  I remember being nervous, but looking at the teacher, Miss 
Stutchman, with confidence.  When she gave me the nod, I launched into the music 
and it was perfect. I played every note, in tune, and without hesitation.  When I hit 
the last note and looked up, I realised that the entire class was applauding and 
                                                     
8 The state’s (Arkansas) designation for a school district or individual school that has failed to meet required 
levels of academic achievement over several years. (Bureau of Legislative Research 2016) 
9  “Most children start school before the age of six, when compulsory schooling usually begins, in a nursery 
school or a kindergarten. The maximum 13 years of formal elementary and secondary education covers 
education from 5 to 18, divided into increments called grades (kindergarten to grade 12) (Just Landed n.d.) 
Figure 1: Photo of Alec’s second 
year playing the cello (c. 1998). 
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looking at me.  This feeling of joy overcame me and it was the first time that I was 
recognised by my class as a good musician, or what they thought was a good 
musician.  Afterwards, my teacher looked at me and told me that I had played 
well, but in order to be marked for it properly I needed to play it faster.  So, I tore 
into it again.  I was playing the fastest that I had ever played anything in the 
history of people playing walking bass lines on the cello, or so I thought.  Again, I 
played the final note and my class erupted again with applause, this time the 
teacher clapping with them.  My final memory of this was when my cello colleague 
turned to me and said, dripping with snark, “Oh well someone's been practising.” 
My only response at the time was, “nope!” (excerpt from author’s journal 2013). 
At the time, I thought I was “cool” by not practising regularly.  This marks the 
emergence of a key theme that occurs within my musical life, which is my attitude toward 
practising.  In this excerpt, I recall that practising was seen as something that was looked 
down upon by my fellow students.  At the time, I was near the age of twelve and, naturally, I 
was very concerned about my social image and thus it affected my practice. 
 
 Things were put into perspective for me when I reached junior high school in the 
eighth grade.  Our eighth-grade orchestra was a mixture of eighth and ninth-grade students.  I 
was the only cellist from the seventh grade to carry over into the next year.  These ninth-
grade students were brilliant.  They had private tuition, which I did as well, but they actually 
practised, whereas I was not practising.  This was a reality check for me.  I needed to start 
practising but I did not understand how I was supposed to balance this with school work and 
the trials of being in the eighth grade.  Somehow these other students had mastered it, but I 
had not. 
 
 This feeling really struck me and sparked some sort of passive flame.  I say that it was 
passive because I did not start practising regularly, but I knew that I wanted to be better.  I 
knew that I wanted to be recognised by these people as a good musician, much like I was in 
the previous year.  However, this was going to be much harder. What I needed to do was start 
a daily practise routine, but I still did not.  When the next year came, I was back on top 
because the ninth-grade class had moved to the high school and I was the sole ninth-grade 
cellist and the best out of two in the orchestra.  This allowed me to get comfortable with 
where I was and not aspire to be much else. 
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Key Formative Moment – Competition as Motivation 
 
 This point marks where my attitude toward practice changes.  My attitude went from 
not wanting to do it because I was afraid of the consequence that it would have on my social 
image to using practice as a way to get better at my instrument and to prove myself to 
musicians who were, undoubtedly, better than I was at the time.  I desired competition in 
order to motivate myself to become a better musician.  This is a key formative moment 
within this narrative; competition that causes conflict within my practice habits.  From this 
point until my early college years, there was a constant ebb and flow of practising and not 
practising because of competition with my colleagues.  This is described by Orfhlaith Ní 
Bhriain (2010) in her thesis examining competitive Irish step dancing.  She states that it is a, 
 “keen competitive drive that constantly keeps the dancers on their toes, striving to 
be the best.  If competition was only about participation, this killer instinct and 
ensuing refining of standards and improving techniques would be absent” (Ní 
Bhriain 2010, p. 47). 
 
 When I moved up to high school I was back with the class above me that was more 
advanced.  This orchestra, at Pine Bluff High School, consisted of three years of students 
from the tenth up to the twelfth grade.  The senior students were amazing.  They seemed to 
have grace and poise with all of their playing, paying attention to all of the intricacies within 
the music.  The juniors, or eleventh graders, were almost as good. I, however, was the 
sophomore who did not practise.  It was time for a change, and my mother noticed this 
change when it happened saying, 
“You started out like most kids, not practising much, not taking it seriously. But 
that changed.  You actually wanted to practice.  That's when I knew you were 
serious about this music business” (Brown, N, personal communication, 2013). 
I was determined to be just as good, if not better, than these musicians.  I finally had the 
competition that I felt like I had been craving the entire time.  Something in me had changed, 
be it mental or physical, which made me want to be the best. 
 
 There was a regional competition held every year that all students were required to 
participate in called the All-Region competition.  There are five regions within the Arkansas 
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School Orchestra Association and thus there are five competitions.  My region was the central 
region which contained some of the top players in the state.  If a student placed in this 
competition, then they were allowed to compete in the All-State competition which joined all 
of the winners of regional competitions in the state.  The winners of the regional and state 
competitions would perform in a joint orchestra a few weeks after the auditions.  These 
competitions gave us validation that we were good musicians, and also an experience of life 
as a competitive orchestral musician.  Ní Bhriain (2010) comments on this stating that,  
“In the arts, competition is a fact of life whether it is through audition or for the 
winning of awards.  The issue at stake in such competition is that an external 
validation of quality is required” (Ní Bhriain 2010, p. 46). 
 
Throughout my two years of competing against the people in my own orchestra as 
well as others in the state at these competitions, I would occasionally beat one of the cellists 
who openly admitted to not practising for the audition.  This was my motivation and a 
confidence boost, telling me that I could do this and that it was very possible for me to beat 
them. 
 
 Within our own school orchestra, play-offs determined what chair we sat in the 
orchestra.  I was constantly battling for a first or second chair spot because it seemed that the 
person who used to sit third chair stopped practising altogether.  The two who sat in the first 
and second spots often beat one another in play-offs, and they were good musicians, but I 
knew that my time was coming.  Finally, when I reached eleventh grade, I placed fifth chair 
in the all-state orchestra, beating out two members of my own orchestra.  One of these was a 
person that I had not beaten before. 
 
 April had finally arrived, and it was time for the final play-off of the year which 
would determine the seating for the last concert of the year.  I played my best for the exam, 
and the result blew me away.  I had made it to second chair of the cello section, beating out 
two of the seniors and almost beating the first chair, as I scored just a few points below them. 
I had no words to describe this elation.  After the exam and even up to the night of the final 
performance, the former second chair cellist was pleading with me to let him sit there with 
his friend, his rival, for the last concert.  I could not allow this.  I earned this spot.  I deserved 
it, and I was not going to let anyone take it away. 
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In my senior year of high-school I 
was taking lessons from one of the best 
cellists I had ever heard, Rafael Leon.  He 
was very patient with me and pushed me a 
lot with my playing through my senior year.  
At the end of the year, he wanted me to do a 
final performance only consisting of one 
piece, “Liebestraum,” arranged by Gasper 
Cassado.  When I told my grandparents 
what piece I was playing they expressed to me how much they loved it.  This pushed me to 
work on it even harder because not only did I want them to see the amount of work I was 
putting into my playing, but I wanted to play a version of it that they would not forget.  I will 
never forget the look on my grandmother and grandfather's faces when I looked up after 
finishing the piece and saw their eyes dripping with tears of joy.  This was the proudest 
moment of my school years.  However, this was the decline of my practise. 
 
 Throughout my senior year, I was always frustrated because I had no real musical 
competition.  The other two cellists that were there played like beginners and lacked 
confidence.  How was I supposed to be motivated to advance if I had no competition? I 
started slacking on my practise.  I did not qualify for All-State Orchestra that year because I 
had completely given up my practise ethic.  This could have been a combination of my lack 
of practising coupled with the fact that one of our rival schools in the central Arkansas region 
was producing amazing cellists from a freshman (ninth-grade) level. 
 
 Something of importance that I can note now is that, until I was in college, I never 
listened to classical music.  I would never have it on the radio, on my CD player, in my car or 
anywhere else.  I had no interest in it or engagement with it until I was over halfway into my 
first year of college.  I realised that if I was going to do a performance at the end of my five-
year degree, I was going to have to be fluent in classical terms and techniques.  I could feel 
the fire of passion start to come back, but it had not come back completely.  I was still 
struggling to get used to college life, as most students do at the time.  I took an interest in the 
opposite sex, random happenings around the campus and living on my own without my 
parents as all college undergraduates do.  It was a hard thing to get accustomed to after 
Figure 2: Senior Year String Quartet (2005) 
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eighteen years of living with them.  I also enjoyed playing outside of my orchestra and 
chamber music classes in a singer/songwriter band which took my focus away from my 
music studies.  This allowed me to connect with people through music, which seemed more 
interesting to me at the time instead of actually studying.  Bartleet (2009) writes about this 
from her perspective stating, 
“Maybe that’s why I’ve always been more interested in connecting with my 
musicians and dynamics of actually putting the work together than I am in 
studying the score.  My most cherished conducting memories have stemmed from 
a chemistry I’ve shared with musicians at a particular moment in time.  I 
experienced this through a score, not in a score” (Bartleet 2009, p. 719). 
 
Key Formative Moment – The Fear of Loss 
 
Going into my third year of college, I did not know if I would be able to play music 
again.  In the Summer of 2007, I was working for my father at his engraving business.  I was 
at the plastic shear, cutting a one inch by three-inch piece of plastic that I was going to make 
a name-badge from.  I had done this task hundreds, if not thousands, of times. This time, 
however, I was not paying attention and the blade came down on the end of my left index 
finger.  The shock was immediate and I had no idea what just happened.  My mind kept 
racing back and forth, wondering if I would ever be able to play the cello again. 
 
 For a period of three months I was not able to play the cello.  It was during that time 
when I realised that I had been taking music for granted and that I was practising for reasons 
that did not feel natural to me anymore.  I was practising to beat people in competition and 
for recognition, not for myself.  From this point, I was not going to take for granted the 
opportunities that had been given to me and what I had worked for so long to develop.  This 
marks another pivotal point in my practice where I realised that beating other musicians in 
competition should not be the reason for practising, instead it should be because I wanted and 
needed to better myself as a musician and competition was not a healthy motivation for me as 
it might have been for others.  While competition may be what has driven many musicians to 
success, it was not a healthy mindset for me, especially after an incident such as this one.  My 
mind shifted toward positivity and embracing the gift of being able to play music and using 
that motivation to drive my progress forward.  
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 In the meantime, I needed to play music. I remembered that a friend in the University 
Symphony Orchestra, Cory Winters, played fiddle music as well.  I recalled a conversation 
that we had saying that he was playing Irish traditional music.  So, I did a search on the 
internet for Irish traditional music and I found all types of videos.  I saw a whistle for what I 
thought was the first time, but I remembered that my sister brought back one for me on her 
trip around Europe in the early 1990s.  Realising that I could not play any of the other 
instruments that I owned because of my injury, I rummaged through my room to find that 
whistle.  I sat down in front of my computer and learned every tune and every variation in the 
videos by heart.  Even though I could not play them because I had no technique on the 
instrument, I knew exactly where the music was going and what was happening. 
 
 When college started back in September, Cory and I had been talking for quite some 
time and become good friends.  We found out that there was going to be a talk on Irish 
traditional music, specifically, on whistle and flute music.  Things were just falling into place 
for me at this time.  After the talk, I met with the man giving the lecture, James Peoples, and 
we discussed the possibility of him giving me lessons to which he agreed.  This is the point 
when my Irish music playing began.  Smith (2006) states that, 
“Persons who learn to sing, dance, and so on – in and as part of a local 
community with similar interests – are reclaiming the cultural commons.  They 
appropriate the means of creating their communities’ cultural capital, separate 
from, or even in opposition to, the mass media and commercial culture” (Smith 
2006, p. 13) 
I began to take on the values of the community of Irish traditional musicians within central 
Arkansas and bring new life into the Irish traditional music sessions in the area. 
 
 At the end of this year I picked up the Irish flute.  I had a steady stream of practise 
sessions going between all three instruments and I was very motivated.  I had a perpetually 
replenishing source of motivation that was not based on competition, but on my own drive to 
better myself at what I was good at.  James said this about my time under his guidance, 
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“...watching him learn to play Irish music, first on whistle, then on flute, was like 
watching an Apollo rocket take off.  At first it seems to be barely moving, and then 
suddenly, it's just a bright spot in the sky, and when your gaze returns to earth, 
you find that you have tears in your eyes” (Peoples, personal correspondence 
2013). 
 I imagine that once you're in the rocket, you do not 
know how fast you are going until you look out the window. 
Everything for the next two or three years just seems like a blur 
now.  I was performing chamber music for different events and 
as required by my undergraduate course.  I would step outside 
of the music building to play Irish music on the steps with Cory 
quite often.  As it happened, my growing interest and love for 
the music had sparked his creative fire as well, causing him to 
take up the bouzouki.  Thinking back to these years, Cory had 
this to say, 
“You were on fire and more hardcore about it than I was sometimes.  I know there 
were times when you made it to sessions that I didn’t.  All of a sudden you could 
play these instruments pretty well, seemingly out of nowhere.  You had found 
something you loved” (Winters, personal correspondence 2013). 
It seemed that my fire for music was burning brighter with every note that was played. 
 
Key Formative Moment – Searching for a Home 
  
 At this time, my attitude toward practising had migrated away from the competition-
based ebb and flow and moved toward a steady desire of practice in order to better myself as 
a musician.  My main instrument was the cello.  However, I could see more visible progress 
being made on the flute as I was progressing through the basics of technique.  This caused my 
focus to shift slightly more toward the flute than the cello.  As I reflect on this, I realise that it 
was because I was looking for a new musical home through the emergence of Irish traditional 
music within my life.  I enjoyed playing classical cello but I did not feel that was where I was 
completely comfortable.  Therefore, I was exploring this new instrument and new music in 
order to situate myself within a place of musical comfort. 
 
Figure 3: Alec and Cory Winters 
playing Irish music on the steps of 
the UCA music department, 
featured in the UCA college 
newspaper 
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 During my senior year of college, Cory and I 
were asked to play an Irish music duet in the 
Christmas concert of the Conway Symphony 
Orchestra.  Israel Getzov, the conductor of the 
orchestra, heard about myself and Cory's interest 
in Irish music and decided to incorporate it into 
Ralph Vaughan William's piece “Fantasia on 
Greensleeves”.  Izzy, as we called him, wanted 
myself and Cory to put down our instruments 
during the flute solo and step out onto the front of the stage and improvise an Irish music 
section in the middle of this piece.  I had a lot of trepidation about doing it because I had only 
played the flute for about a year and a half at this stage.  “Am I good enough?” kept running 
through my mind.  Looking back on it, of course I made mistakes and of course I was not as 
well versed in Irish music as I am now, but I got to play on stage in front of the orchestra with 
my best friend.  I felt validated and nothing else mattered. 
 
 This was a huge milestone that I arrived at in my journey to become a good musician. 
However, like my high-school years, this was a peak that led to the decline of my practise.  I 
was focusing on teaching full-time and less focused on music at this stage.  However, this 
started to bring forward another motif.  Now, my focus was on performing as a conductor and 
as a teacher, rather than as a musician.  This was the beginning of a feeling of wanting to be a 
performer and wanting to have the spotlight on me, but I did not realise this fully at the time. 
 
I cannot remember at what point I decided to apply to the MA in Irish Traditional 
Music Performance course in Limerick, but it was during my final term as a senior in college. 
I knew that Irish music was the style of music that I wanted to play for the rest of my life.  As 
James, my old flute teacher, says, “You can sometimes tell when someone finds the thing that 
they don't know that they were missing, the missing thing that, in its absence, they don't know 
to search for.” (Peoples, personal correspondence 2013) I had found my “missing thing” and 
it was what I was going to cherish for years to come.  I vaguely remember submitting the 
online application and thinking that there was no hope that I would get in to this place.  
However, I heard back from Sandra Joyce about a month later and she set up a time for a 
Skype interview and audition.  This is my recollection of the day: 
Figure 4: Alec and Cory Winters performing during the 
Conway Symphony Christmas Concert (2008) 
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“I had graduated college and I was living with two of my closest friends who are 
married.  I had no real plan for my life or what I was going to do if I did not get 
accepted to the University of Limerick.  I was practising like crazy every day and 
trying to decide what would be the right set of tunes to play.  Although I thought I 
knew Irish music, I was about to play for people who were steeped in the 
tradition...and I was just an Arkansan dabbling in this music.  But, I wasn't going 
to let this get to me. I had to get out of Arkansas and experience the world. 
Something a friend of mine said to me was, “None of us are ever going to make a 
living from playing traditional music.  We just don't have it.” I had to remind 
myself that he was a forty-six-year-old accordion player who was a history 
teacher and he was just speaking for himself.  It just fuelled my fire. 
Finally, audition day was here.  The interview was going to take place over 
Skype at seven in the morning.  I woke up at 5:45 in the morning and went to my car 
in my pyjamas with my flute to warm up because I didn't want to wake up my house 
mates until the audition was going to take place.  I ran through long tones and I 
must have played my tunes a million times before leaving the car and going back 
inside.  I walked into my room and made the bed, though I don't know why since I 
knew the camera wasn't going to pick it up. 
My computer started letting me know that Sandra was ringing me through Skype 
and my heart sank.  This was it.  It was go time.  We had a bit of chatting just to 
get the basics out of the way and then she told me that Niall was there, and my 
head started racing, “Niall....Niall......Oh shit, Niall Keegan?! The same guy who 
plays that track on that CD that I have? I have to play for him? Shit shit shit...” I 
remained calm on the outside, however, and played my few sets of tunes for them. 
Afterwards, Niall asked me what I did wrong in my playing.  I had never heard 
that question before...and I had no idea. So, immediately, I had to recall what I 
did wrong...and I think that I did. 
Following that, Sandra said something that I would never forget.  She said, “I 
guess you'll be receiving your acceptance letter in a few weeks’ time.” For the 
rest of the conversation, I was on autopilot.  I don't remember a thing other than 
being dumbfounded with pure elation.  “Did that really just happen?” (excerpt 
from author’s journal, 2013). 
 
 Now, I fast-forward to my first year in Ireland.  I was having master classes with the 
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legends that I had been listening to for the past few years, I was taking in all of this amazing 
music around the city, and I was meeting people that instantly accepted me into their lives 
and as a member of this tight family of musicians in Limerick.  The only thing missing was a 
cello.  I had to leave it behind and it was hurting because my life had revolved around it for 
so long.  Luckily, a friend of mine who was doing the program with me had a cello that I 
could use, which freed me from the constraints of only practising the flute. 
  
 This cello freed up so many things for me.  I was able to play string quartet gigs 
around the country and, more importantly, I was able to incorporate the cello into my master's 
ensemble and participate in the BA of Irish Music and Dance final performances as a cellist.  
This is when the idea of me playing Irish cello started to develop in my mind.  There were 
times in Arkansas where I experimented with a waltz or an air, but never had I used it for 
accompaniment or playing the melody of the 
dance tunes.  I will say, however, that the 
performances that I was taking part in had me 
doing simple drones or a walking bass line, but I 
did not think that there was much else that I could 
do on it at the time.  Given that, these 
performances were the reason that I decided to 
extend the degree for another year and change to 
the cello as my primary instrument.  I realised that 
I was more in demand as a cellist than I was as a 
flute player.  This did not affect my confidence as a flute player.  I knew that there were so 
many amazing flute players around Limerick and I was completely content with accepting the 
fact that my flute playing needed more work.  Therefore, for the second year the flute was 
moved to my secondary instrument slot. 
 
Figure 5: Performing in Caroline Keane's Final Year 
Performance at the Irish World Academy (2011). 
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 For this next year, I was having one-on-
one tutorials and master classes with amazing 
musicians consisting of fiddle players, a 
pianist, and two very talented cellists, Neil 
Martin and Natalie Haas.  I was also receiving 
flute lessons from Niall Keegan, whose 
mission it was to correct all of my bad 
practise habits and to make a flute player out 
of me.  Add these two main points with the 
fact that I had the most amazing group of musicians as classmates in the second year.   We 
were constantly playing music together and learning from each other.  This is not to say that 
my first-year classmates were not brilliant.  There was just a different dynamic in the second 
year.  We were a big musical family that worked very well together. 
 
It was in this year that the idea of developing an Irish style of cello playing was 
planted in my head.  Utilising the teachings and instruction from my tutors, I was able to take 
techniques from other instruments, such as the guitar and banjo, and translate them to the 
cello.  This was only possible after actively engaging in my practise and examining what I 
was doing and trying to determine how to enhance it. 
 
Key Formative Moment – Classical Meets Traditional 
 
 This is the collision of my two realms of music; my classical cello realm and my Irish 
traditional flute realm.  Now, I was able to combine the classical cello training I possessed 
with the Irish traditional music that I had been passionate about for years.  In the last key 
formative moment, I was searching for a new musical home.  Now, I had found the home I 
was looking for and established what I was setting out to do for the foreseeable future. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6: Alec performing with Natalie Haas at a lunch time 
concert (2012) 
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In May of 2012, the end of the Spring 
term for my second year of the MA, I was 
asked by a second-year student, Seán 
O’Dálaigh, to play a gig with him on the 
cello.  I was thrilled because it was another 
genre that I had some experience in and that I 
could branch out to and add to my repertoire.   
We played the gig and realised that we had 
something special going on.  So, we decided 
to keep it going, and with Ciarán McLoughlin on piano we formed the band Sean's Walk that 
played around the country supporting many prolific bands until 2017.  It was in this band that 
I was able to utilise different techniques from my classical music training and from my 
training in Irish traditional music. 
 
 After my second year of the master's degree, my cello playing declined again. I felt 
like I needed to take a break from all of my traditional practise as I burned myself out 
working up to my final performance.  I would occasionally be working away in a practise 
room on past material, but the development of new things and ideas was put on the back 
burner.  I spent this year playing with Sean's Walk and working at the Irish World Academy.  
However, I never stopped watching videos of cellists and hearing ideas of things that I could 
utilise that were flowing in from all around me.  I decided that this was the time when I 
needed to apply for the Ph.D. in arts practice.  I wanted to establish an identity for myself as a 
cellist within the Irish music tradition and the research that I would be doing was exactly how 
I wanted to carry out this task. 
 
Summation of Key Formative Moments 
 
 Throughout this narrative I have noted three key formative moments which are; 
competition causing conflict within my practice habits, searching for a new musical home 
through the emergence of Irish traditional music within my life due to a personal, career-
threatening disaster, and the combination of the classical cello with Irish traditional music.   
When looking at competition within music Miller (1994) notes, 
Figure 7: Alec performing with Sean's Walk (2013) 
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“Life for many of us in America has now evolved into a series of challenges to 
compete.  We are bombarded with this doctrine at work, at school, and, worst of 
all, at home.  It has become perhaps the only common thread in the diverse 
patchwork culture of American life.  We hear it in our commercials (Pepsi vs. 
Coke in a taste test), in our politics (Republicans vs. Democrats), and in our 
recreation (Cowboys vs. Redskins).  So saturated is our society with this spirit of 
competition that we allow its effects to go unchecked because we simply don’t 
recognize its existence, or, worse yet, we fail to understand how it decays the very 
essence of art and creativity.  Yet, as psychologist Elliot Aronson maintains, the 
prevailing spirit of competition is a dysfunction of epidemic proportions” (Miller 
2004, p. 29). 
As a young person, I thought that competition was my only way of proving to myself and to 
my colleagues that I was a good musician.  Therefore, when I had no competition I was 
conflicted because I had nothing to reach for, musically.  My identity as a musician was based 
around my desire for competition, which stammered my creativity when I had no one to 
compete within the immediate area.  Competition, as a main motivation for practising, would 
have also negatively affected my social cooperation with my peers outside of assessment 
periods if my thoughts were solely focused on becoming better than my colleagues.  
However, competition was still and is still motivating my creative practice.  It is not that I am 
trying to reject competitive motivation, but that I want to have a healthy engagement with it.  
My motivation is now geared toward competing to be acknowledged by prolific cellists 
within different genres of folk music, not to beat anyone in a competition.  This is not to say 
that all types of competition are negative.  Schmidt, Zdzinski, and Ballard (2006) state that, 
“Hypercompetition (HYP) is synonymous with traditional views of competition 
that emphasize “winning at any cost.”  As summarized by Ross, Rausch, and 
Canada (2003), hypercompetitive individuals tend to be concerned with 
domination and control over others and score high on narcissism.  Personal 
Development Competition (PDC), by contrast, does not emphasize winning at 
others’ expense, but instead focuses on competition as an opportunity for personal 
growth” (Schmidt, Zdzinski, & Ballard 2006, pp. 140-141). 
Therefore, it seemed that my motivation switched from hypercompetition toward personal 
development competition as I sought to better my skills as a musician for acknowledgement 
and growth rather than to be the best at any cost. 
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 When I undertook Irish music on the Irish traditional flute and my second key 
formative moment emerged, it is now clear that the injury to my finger in 2007 was a way out 
of classical music for me.  Within my early college years, I felt that I could not compete with 
the other musicians in college and I felt that I did not belong performing within the classical 
music genre.  I felt more at home playing with singer/songwriters than I did with other 
classical musicians, despite my enjoyment of both.  I needed an excuse to get out of classical 
music and my injury gave it to me.  I was shown a gateway into a new music that I thought 
would provide more of a home than classical music had done.  However, even after I had 
moved to Limerick and completed the first year of the master's degree on the flute, I realised 
that I was still searching for the home I sought.  I was able to narrow down where I needed 
my home to be, which was within Irish music, but I was not comfortable with this on the Irish 
flute.  Reflecting on this point in my life, I realise that I was in a liminal space as a person, 
before including the cello in the tradition.  I was in a transitioning period caught between the 
classical world and the Irish traditional world, and between performing on the cello and on 
the flute. 
   
 I felt that the search for a new home was necessary when I began to play Irish 
traditional music during my time of crisis.  This music was there to comfort me and opened 
the door to new possibilities for me, musically.  Therefore, Irish traditional music laid the 
foundation for this home that needed to be built, but it was not there for me on the Irish 
traditional flute.  It could only be built utilising the cello within Irish traditional music.  The 
cello was the first instrument I played and I had spent so many years playing the instrument 
that my home would not have been complete without it being a central figure.  Therefore, the 
final key formative moment is when my classical world combined with my Irish traditional 
world, marking when I brought the cello into the liminal space with me on the perceived 
periphery of the Irish music tradition.  It was within this liminal space where the emergent 
premise of Thebrowncello, examined in detail in Chapter Three, was identified. 
 
 Chang (2008) states that culture is “a product of interactions between self and others 
in a community of practice” (Chang 2008, p. 23).  This narrative was a method of engaging 
with my “self10” to investigate the patterns, habits and key formative moments which have 
                                                     
10 See The Saturated Self: Dilemmas of Identity in Contemporary Life, Gergan, 1991 
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led me to this point in my research.  The creation of this narrative and the analysis of the key 
formative moments have provided the opportunity to realise how my musical “self” was 
constructed.  My “self” was formed through interchanging multiple musical parts until the 
right combination was found.  For example, cello was the instrument that I have ended up 
with, but I began playing classical music on it.  Irish traditional music was the style I would 
end up playing, but I was introduced to it through the whistle and the flute.  Once the 
combination of playing the cello in Irish traditional music was found my sense of “self” 
became fully realised. 
 
 The community within Irish traditional music, or the cultural “others”11, also helped 
to shape my sense of self through their engagement with my practice.  Their acceptance of 
my practice into the tradition has afforded many opportunities for me to explore the cello 
within Irish traditional music, starting with the Limerick area, but now branching out into the 
broader traditional music community around the country and internationally.  My practice, 
now fueled by personal development competition, has also grown due to this communal 
engagement.  By working with other musicians and performers who were raised within the 
tradition, I am able to test new ideas of what can be brought into the tradition and what 
should be left outside of it.  As more opportunities to perform with different musicians arise, 
so will my opportunities to explore more ideas of what can be brought into Irish traditional 
music on the cello.  Throughout this thesis I continue to engage with my “self” and cultural 
“others” through various methods in order to reach my research goals and to create a space 
for myself and the cello within the tradition. 
  
                                                     
11 See Asher 2001; Canales, 2000; Luke, 1994 for detailed examinations of the concept of “other” 
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Chapter Two 
Identifying the Space 
 
Introduction 
 
 As the previous chapter sought to situate myself within the context of my research, 
this chapter will attempt to situate and explore the cello’s use within the context of Irish 
traditional music.  This chapter will identify the liminal space in which I believe the cello 
resides within the Irish music tradition.  The first section of this chapter will focus on the 
origin of the cello, describing the ambiguity around its creation and moving toward its uses in 
Western art music.  Section two will address the separation of Western art music and folk 
music through the work of scholars such as Gelbert (2007), White (1998), Bohlman (1988), 
and Levy (1911).  The next section will briefly examine the history of the instrument within 
these traditions as well as how it is used in the present.  The following section will present a 
history of the cello in Ireland.  It will also investigate the potential reasons which I believe 
have contributed to its lack of inclusion in the Irish music tradition today.  The final part of 
this chapter will identify where the cello resides within the Irish music tradition in 
contemporary times, including the challenge of creating a style of Irish traditional cello 
playing which remains true to the idiom of Irish traditional music. 
 
An Imagined Space 
 
 Before I write about the space of the cello in traditional music, I wish to address my 
comments of the tradition of Irish music containing a centrality, or core, and a periphery.  
Throughout the introduction of his book Traditional Music and Irish Society: Historical 
Perspectives, Dowling (2014) notes that there is an ambiguity surrounding where to place 
Irish music within the field of Irish studies.  He implies that it has often resided on the 
periphery of this field and that only recently is substantial knowledge being generated around 
this issue.  Dowling states that the career of prolific collector of Irish traditional music, 
Francis O’Neill, 
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“…overlapped with the hectic innovations of the first recording technologies, the 
technical perfection of the pipes and the mastery of the instrument by virtuosi like 
Patsy Tuohey, the rise of a whole generation of virtuosic fiddle and flute players, 
the advance of techniques on the new free-reed instruments, the vigour of new 
styles of ensemble playing and dancing – all of which were occurring in a 
transatlantic context.  Very little of this was appreciated by elites with their sights 
set on the ancient past and the impoverished western Irish seaboard” (Dowling 
2014, p. 16) 
This, I presume, means that there were imagined spaces of Irish traditional music containing 
a core of the “elites” as Dowling mentioned above, as well as the periphery which contained 
modern innovators.  I believe that there has been a lot more accepted within the core of the 
tradition since the time of Francis O’Neill, however, I do believe that imagined boundaries 
still exist within the tradition.  I believe that the core space is occupied by long-time 
practitioners of Irish traditional music as well as by organisations like Comhaltas Ceoltóirí 
Éireann12, and that the periphery is where innovators, such as myself, are residing.  This will 
be examined further in section five of this chapter. 
 
Section One – Origins of the Cello 
 
 The story of the cello began in the early 1500s, when they were generally referred to 
as bass violins, and celli had no standard set of measurements as they do today (Bonta n.d.).  
Liu (2011) posits that the cello was invented in the 16th century, but that the body of these 
instruments were “noticeably larger than modern cellos” (Liu 2011, p. 8).  This makes it 
difficult for scholars to accurately pinpoint a specific year when the cello or its predecessors 
were first created, especially with the multitude of names that these instruments were given 
from the 1500s-1700s, such as, but not limited to: ‘bas de violon’ (Jambe de Fer 1556, p.61f); 
‘basso di viola’ (Zacconi 1592, p.218); ‘bass viol de braccio’ (Praetorius ii, 2/1619, ‘Tabella 
universalis’, p.26); and ‘basse de violon’ (Mersenne 1637, ii, p.185).  The earliest known 
person to refer to them as a cello was the Italian composer Giulio Cesare Arresti in his 
Sonate. Op. 4 in the year 1665 (Bonta n.d.).  However, this name was not generally used in a 
                                                     
12 “Comhaltas Ceoltóirí Éireann is the largest group involved in the preservation and promotion of Irish 
traditional music” (Comhaltas Ceoltórí Éireann n.d.). 
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wider circulation until a few years later, and even after that they were still referred to as 
‘violone’ throughout the 18th century.  Badiarov (2007) also mentions the ambiguity of the 
instruments’ names stating that, 
“Viola di spalla is probably one of several professional jargon terms used by the 
Italians in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, but violoncello was the most 
common and formal term used by publishers and composers” (Badiarov 2007, p. 
125) 
   
The playing position of the cello, when they were first played, resembled the playing 
position of the bass viol and viol de gamba, meaning that the instrument would rest on the 
floor between the performer’s legs.  However, toward the year 1700 players began to lift 
them and rest them between their calf muscles (Bonta n.d.).  Some players still preferred to 
play them while resting on the floor until the 1750s, but that began to lose popularity amongst 
performers and it became standard to have the instrument raised between the legs, making it 
easier for performers to play in their upper range and to execute more complicated bowing 
patterns.  Leopold Mozart (1756) wrote in his book, The Art of the Violin, “In our days also 
the violoncello is kept between the legs” (cited in Badiarov 2007, p. 122).   
 
Some musicians required an aid when they played them standing up, so they would 
use stools, boxes or a wooden peg which was similar to the endpin found on modern celli 
(Bonta n.d.).  However, the endpin was not a common addition to their body until the end of 
the 19th century.  Another exception to holding the instrument between the legs is the mention 
of a strap worn by the player.  A strap would be hung around the player’s neck or right 
shoulder so that the cello could be played in a standing position or during a procession (Prieto 
2006, cited in Liu 2011, p. 13; Kastner 1837, cited in Badiarov 2007, p. 122).  J. L. Duport, 
circa 1805, said that a cello could be held in, “varying ways according to the ‘habits and 
stature of persons” (Duport c. 1805, cited in Bonta n.d.).  He stated that, “the usual method of 
supporting the cello was to sit very far forward on a chair with the left foot forward and the 
right drawn back, so that the left-hand corner of the cello falls into the hollow of the right 
knee with the weight of the cello resting against the left leg. The right leg steadies the 
instrument against the lower right side of the cello” (Duport c. 1805, cited in Bonta n.d.).  
Personally, I shifted through several playing positions in my time playing the cello.  
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Currently, the position I find most beneficial to my own playing resembles the style of the 
cello players in the 1700s, where they held the cello between the legs without an endpin.  I 
have also utilised a strap with my cello in certain performance contexts in which space was 
limited.  This will be explored in further detail in Chapter Three. 
  
 There were two schools of teaching when it came to the playing position of the left-
hand on the cello.  Some performers would choose to play with slanted fingers on the finger-
board and hold their thumb behind their index finger, as mentioned in John Gunn’s Theory 
and Practice of Fingering on the Violoncello (c. 1789).  This method of fingering was 
adapted from the violin and was the main practice of English cellists, “probably following 
Italian models, and is documented elsewhere as being used by some late 18th-century cellists, 
such as J.B. Janson (1742–1803), J.B. Tricklir (1750–1813), and Romberg as late as 1839” 
(Bonta n.d.).  The other school of fingering, which is still widely practiced in present day, is 
that of the French viol players and based on semitones.  The fingers are straight and 
perpendicular to the finger-board and the thumb rests behind the middle finger.  I continue to 
use the style of the French viol players, despite the adaptations I have made to my playing 
style.  This will also be examined in Chapter Three. 
 
 The cello has been utilised within art music since its creation.  Art music, also known 
as classical music, was first referred to by this name in the mid-18th century (Von Glahn 
2012).  The cello’s role within art music throughout the 18th century was that of a continuo 
instrument in both Italy and Germany/Austria (Bonta n.d.).  In his article examining the use 
of the cello in Handel’s recitatives, King (2016) briefly outlines the cello’s use as a continuo 
instrument within the 18th century.  However, as Nardolillo (2014) writes, “the cello began 
being used as an unaccompanied solo instrument at the end of the 17th century, most 
famously in J.S. Bach’s six unaccompanied cello suits (Nardolillo 2014, p. 24).  Another 
interesting composer who took an interest in their sound was an Italian by the name of 
Franscesco Geminiani13.  I mention this composer because of his connections with Ireland 
and with the blind Irish harpist and composer Turlough O Carolan14 who is such a seminal 
                                                     
13 Franscesco Geminiani was an Italian violinist, composer and theorist born on the 5th of December, 1687 
(Latham 2011). 
14 Turlough O’Carolan (1670-1738) was a blind traveling harper born in County Meath.  He is regarded as one 
of the most prolific composers of Irish music with almost 200 surviving airs (Vallely 2011; Yeats n.d.) 
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figure to Irish traditional music.  The cello was also an active continuo instrument in France, 
however the French favoured their predecessor the viol for most of the 17th century in 
chamber music.  Eventually, they came around and started to favour the cello’s sound to 
accompany the violin (Bonta n.d.). 
 
 Early celli made their way over to England by the first half of the 17th century, where 
they became very popular due to traveling Italian cellists such as Giovanni Bononcini (1670–
1747), Giacobbe Basevi Cervetto (1680–1783), Andrea Caporale (fl mid-18th century), 
Guiseppe Dall’Abaco (1662–1726) and Pasqualini de Marzis (fl 1740s) (Bonta n.d.).  Thanks 
to these cellists, the instrument became associated with the aristocratic class as well as with 
religious ceremonies that used instrumental ensembles in place of a church organ.  They were 
even played by both Fredrick Louis, the Prince of Wales, as well as George IV (Bonta n.d.).  
They were becoming so popular at the time that people were also creating a lot of music for 
amateur cellists in England.  John Gunn’s book, which I mentioned earlier, perhaps made 
learning the cello easier for people in England.  The Oxford Dictionary of Music calls that 
book, “the most comprehensive English treatise of the 18th century on cello technique and 
the history of stringed instruments.  Aimed at the musically literate amateur, it provides a 
detailed glimpse into technical practices and musical aesthetics in England at the time” 
(Bonta n.d.).  This book, as Reel (2005) mentions, is “the first printed book of Scots-cello 
settings” (Reel 2005, p. 40). 
 
 It is not my intention to disregard what happened in the next two hundred years until 
the present day regarding the cello’s role in Western art music because this topic has been 
covered extensively by academics and historians, such as Broadly (1921), Cowling 
(1975;1983), Wilkins (1979), and Stowel (ed.; Cambridge 1999) to name a few.  After all, a 
substantial addition to the instrument happened during this time which is the addition of the 
endpin which is now common on all modern celli.  In his thesis entitled, The Evolution of the 
Cello Endpin and Its Effect on Technique and Repertoire (2015), William Braun extensively 
examines the development of the endpin as well as other lifting implements and playing 
postures developed for the cello throughout history.  Although these developments are 
profound with regard to the cello I have chosen to focus on aspects which I believe are more 
related to the role of the cello within folk music. 
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Section Two – The Separation of Art and Folk Music  
 
The previous section examined the development of the modern classical cello in order 
to present a point from which the folk cello emerges.  Folk cello is a term that I use when 
referring to the cello’s use in folk music outside the genre of Western art music.  However, in 
order to view this difference I need to address the separation between these two types of 
music.  There is no definitive point where I can say that folk music and art music split from 
each other because, similar to the ambiguity of the cello’s names in the 17th and 18th 
centuries, the taxonomy of music prior to that was difficult (Von Glahn 2012). 
 
Matthew Gelbart (2007) posits that Scotland had a significant role in the development 
of the separation between folk and art music.  Drawing from the works of James Macpherson 
in the early 1760s, he believes Scotland became a source of tourism and inspiration for 
intellectuals and artists, writing that,  
“…purportedly the orally transmitted work of the third-century Celtic bard Ossian 
– helped make Scotland, for romantically inclined intellectual circles and for the 
reading public across Europe, the primary conceptual bridge between the 
“primitive” realm and the “civilised” Europe.  Macpherson’s Ossian works built 
cannily on an already raised profile for Scottish music, and were a timely 
culmination of many favorite cultural and aesthetic themes in play at the time” 
(Gelbart 2007, p. 11). 
He also explains that,  
“The works sparked excitement and heated debate across Europe, turning 
Scotland into the crucible in which emerging ideas of folk music were tested,” 
(ibid.) 
and later stating,  
“…the idea of the “folk” posited a primitive Other that was in fact a stratum 
within European society, and the Scottish Highlanders were the first to be cast in 
this role – so the sort of attention given to Scottish music was qualitatively 
different from earlier cases of primitivism or exoticism. (For example, the 
“Turkish” or “Janissary” music so popular with Western European composers 
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just before this time had been seen more as an “exotic” ingredient than a “folk” 
element, and did not, as Scottish music would, spark the polarization of folk and 
art that later came to encompass all of Europe)” (ibid.) 
Gelbart is saying that the reason Scottish Highlanders were viewed this way was because of 
the work of Macpherson.  As European composers and artists visited Scotland searching for 
their Ossian-inspired muse, Macpherson wanted to show them a refined version of this 
primitive character.  Gelbart refers to this as a “noble savage,” which is the reason he believes 
that Turkish or Janissary music was seen as more exotic (Gelbart 2007, p. 62).  The “noble 
savage,” or the primitive Other, is something that existed within European society already 
which allowed Scottish music to be more accessible than other Eastern music.  Bohlman 
(1988) also notes the use of folk music by composers within the realm of Western art music 
writing, 
“The composer often bases his or her use of folk music in an art music context on 
classificatory decisions, and it is not uncommon to find the composer engaged in 
other aspects of classification in relation to or in preparation for the resituating of 
folk music in the art music context” (Bohlman 1988, p. 47). 
 
 Gelbart also states that, “In music, as in landscape and other arts, the picturesque was 
invoked aesthetically to justify fragmentation, sudden changes, and the self-conscious attempt 
of art to hide itself, revealing untamed ‘nature’” (Gelbart 2007, p. 74).  However, during the 
late 1700s a shift moved focus from nature-driven works to human-driven works.  Attention 
was turned away from music as an imitation of the environment/nature, which are pre-
existing conditions, toward self-driven human works.   
 
 The distinction between folk music and art music cannot be made, however, without 
mentioning the contribution of Johann von Herder who coined the term “Volkslied” in his 
1773 essay Of German Style and Art (Von deutscher Art und Kurnst: und einige fliegende 
Blätter).  Gelbart takes from this essay that,   
 “the concept of ‘folk' song was linked to the moment that earlier observations 
about the nature and creativity of ‘savages’ were brought home to the native 
peasants” (Gelbart 2007, p. 104). 
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However, this distinction of Volkslied can only exist within relation to “cultivated” or “art 
song” (Gelbart 2007, p. 103). 
“Levy claims that the word and concept Volkslied could have little meaning in an 
era before there was a distinction between folk and art poetry, and thus it is no 
accident that the word emerged in the generation of Rousseau and Herder” 
(Gelbart 2007, p. 103). 
  
Gelbart says that this is where many believe the distinction between folk music and 
art music began, however he believes that similar words and concepts were starting to emerge 
from other nations such as Italy and Russia, while also mentioning that the term would have 
had no influence on the formulation of a British concept of folk music as Herder’s work 
would not have been translated until the mid-to-late 19th century.  More importantly, he states 
that, 
“It is much more accurate to claim that the concept of folk music was the creation 
of a generation.  The idea leaned heavily on the recent work of Rousseau, on 
exotic tourism, on anthropological thought about “savage” societies, and perhaps 
most relevantly, on Ossian reception” (Gelbart 2007, p. 107) 
Bohlman also comments on this idea that the concept of folk music was developing in 
different areas simultaneously, stating that, 
“The first articulation of theories accounting for individual creation of folk music 
also saw as fairly unidirectional the movement from folk music” (Bohlman 1988, 
p. 48). 
He notes a heavy usage of folk music by Western art composers claiming that, 
“If we place the composer of art music in the role of classifier, it is hardly 
surprising that each has specific goals for his treatment of folk music” (Bohlman 
1988, p. 48), 
This assumes that a distinction between the two musical styles was clear in the minds of 
Western art music composers. 
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Gelbart asserts that since the model for folk music had been established in Scotland at 
this time, Ireland and Wales were quick to follow in its footsteps because of their “cultural 
proximity to Scotland and their similar relationship to English dominance” (Gelbart, 2007, p. 
228).  I believe that he also acknowledges the folk traditions and revivals spreading across the 
world when he says, 
“Finally, by the 1820s and 1830s, almost every country in Europe east of 
Germany was finding its own folk roots, hand in hand with political and linguistic 
nationalist movements and revivals” (Gelbart 2007, p. 229). 
and, 
“By the last part of the century, multicultural America, too, began to consider 
what best represented its own folk music.  In these places, where “folk music” had 
already been recognised for some time, but only as a phenomenon in more distant, 
“primitive” parts of Europe, it finally came home to roost” (Gelbart 2007, p. 
230). 
White (1998) affirms this distinction in Ireland by positing that that ethnic tradition of 
Ireland,  
“…guaranteed the understanding of ‘Irish music’ as a term which exclusively 
denoted a native repertory.  It was an understanding which affected not only the 
emancipation of Gaelic culture as an object of disinterested research, but also the 
development of hybrid art forms in the early nineteenth century” (White 1998, p. 
8). 
This hybrid art would indicate that there was a distinction between art music and folk music 
in Ireland during the nineteenth century and that there were opportunities for collaboration 
between them. 
 
 This section has examined the emergence of folk music and its separation from 
Western art music.  I have drawn largely from Matthew Gelbart (2007) in this section, stating 
that composers who were writing within the idiom of Western art music journeyed to 
Scotland in order to compose music that represented the “noble savage”.  However, there was 
no classification put on this music distinguishing it from modern music of the time or folk 
music.  Therefore, it could be posited that these two types of music were not seen as mutually 
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exclusive prior to the creation of terms distinguishing them such as Volkslied by von Herder 
(1773).  Using the creation of this term as the point where conceptions on Western art music 
and folk music began separating, these two musical styles began to represent different ideas.  
From my experience, the distinction between these two musical styles still exists particularly 
in an Irish music context.  There are times when the two styles are blended together, but they 
mostly remain separate.  Now that I have broadly examined the distinctions between these 
two types of music, I will follow by examining the use of the cello in Scottish traditional 
music, American folk music, and Irish traditional music throughout history and its uses in the 
same genres in modern times. 
 
Section Three – The Cello in Scottish Traditional and American 
Folk Music 
 
 I believe that it is important to examine the role of the cello within these two types of 
music to set the stage for the next part of this research which will examine its use in Irish 
traditional music – the key focus of my research.  Not only has the cello had a prominent role 
within these two music traditions, but these two musical styles have also influenced my 
creation of an Irish traditional cello style.  The cello has existed within other European folk 
music traditions found in Sweden, Hungary, and many more.  However, for this research I 
will only focus on the cello in Scottish, American and Irish traditional music as they directly 
influence Thebrowncello which is examined in the next chapter. 
 
Scottish Traditional Music  
This section will largely examine the cello’s role within the tradition in Scottish 
traditional music.  The cello has been utilised in Scottish dance music since the late 1600s.  
One of the earliest mentions is found in George Emmerson’s Rantin’ Pipe and Tremblin’ 
String: A History of Scottish Dance Music in which they are referred to by one of their many 
aliases at the time, the bass viol.  Emmerson states,  
"There were also six viols, three of them base viols, playing there continually. 
There were also some musicians placed there who were resolved to act their parts, 
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and were willing and ready, but by reason of the frequent acclamations and cries 
of the people universally through the haill town, their purpose was interrupted. 
Bacchus also, being set upon ane puncheon of wine upon the foot of the Cross 
with his cummerholds, was not idle." (Emmerson 1971, p. 35) 
The fascinating thing about the cello’s use in Scotland is that it was included equally in folk 
dance music as it was in art music, although as we have seen this distinction may not have 
been made clear until the mid-1700s (Gelbart, 2007).  There are several publications of 
Scottish dance music released in the 1700s which feature the cello, such as Francesco 
Barsanti’s A Collection of Old Scots Tunes (1742) and William McGibbon’s Collection of 
Scots Tunes for the violin or German Flute, and a bass for the Violoncello or Harpsichord 
(1768).  Henry Farmer writes that,  
“By this time, the violoncello as an accompaniment to the violin had become the 
mainstay of dance music in Scotland, and the innumerable collections of reels and 
strathspeys that were published during the second half of the 18th century show 
how closely in consort these two instruments were. We see them side by side 
rather later in Sir David Wilkie's picture The Penny Wedding (1818), a scene 
which typifies the people's music in those days” (Farmer 1947, p. 28-29). 
Writing about their role in more detail, David Johnson says that,  
 “Often dance music was provided by a 'band', consisting of two fiddles and a 
cello: in this case the fiddles played the tunes together, and the cello played a 
rudimentary bass-line in steady crotchets, often consisting of no more than an 
alternation between tonic and flattened seventh, whose purpose was to keep the 
beat more than to supply classical harmony. The cello part in such bands has been 
well described as 'a kind of accented drone'” (Johnson, 1972, pp. 121-122). 
Emmerson also makes note of their value in Scottish country dances saying, “This was the 
most highly favoured combination in the golden age of Scottish dancing.  Niel Gow with his 
brother Donald on the cello formed the most illustrious combination of their time” 
(Emmerson 1971, p. 108). 
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 Niel Gow, who was one of the most notable Scottish 
tune writers and fiddle players of the 18th century, also wrote 
four collections of Scottish compositions that include the 
cello’s name in the title: A Collection of Strathspey Reels 
with a Bass for the Violoncello or Harpsichord (1784), A 
Second Collection of Strathspey Reels with a Bass for the 
Violoncello or Harpsichord (1788), A Third Collection of 
Strathspey Reels with a Bass for the Piano-Forte, Violin and 
Violoncello (c.1792), and A Fourth Collection of Strathspey 
Reels &c. for the Piano-Forte, Violin and Violoncello 
(c.1800) (HMS.Scot, n.d.).  Niel Gow’s son, Nathaniel, was 
taught how to play the cello by Joseph Reinagle Jr., who 
learned from Czech cellist Johann Schetky, who married 
into the Reinagle family, and later began his professional 
career by playing cello in the band of Alexander 
McGlashan (Collinson 1966; Emerson 1971; Shapiro 
1990; Johnson 2003).  Entering the 19th century, music 
was still being published in collections specifically for 
the cello to play.  These include Captain Simon Fraser’s 
work The airs and melodies Peculiar to the Highlands of 
Scotland and the Isles (1816) which included “an 
admired plain harmony, for the Piano Forte, Harp, Organ, 
or Violoncello”, and William Marshall’s Scottish Airs, 
Melodies, Strathspeys, Reels, etc. for the pianoforte, 
harp, violin and violoncello published in 1822, to 
mention only two (Collinson 1966; IMSLP.org n.d.).  
Figure 10 shows an example of the bass parts written to 
accompany these Scottish melodies.  This example shows an 
accompaniment for the tunes, “Mr. John Shaw Stewart’s Strathspey” and “The Lees of 
Luncartie or Lady Baird’s Delight” from page four of Neil Gow’s A Collection of Strathspey 
Reels with a Bass for the Violoncello or Harpsichord (1784). 
Figure 8 - Title Page from Gow's, A 
Collection of Strathspey Reels with a 
Bass for the Violoncello or Harpsichord 
(IMSLP.org n.d.) 
Figure 9 - Title Page from Fraser's, The 
airs and melodies Peculiar to the 
Highlands of Scotland and the Isles 
(IMSLP.org n.d.) 
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  The 19th century saw numerous Scottish 
fiddlers emerging and many collections of 
Scottish music being released (Emmerson 
1971).  With these fiddlers emerging, and 
with the amount of country dance societies 
forming around the country, the cello also 
thrived as an accompanying instrument, as 
many of the collections released in this 
century included an accompaniment written 
specifically for them.  However, that number 
declined as we entered the 20th century.  
Emmerson states that not only did the number 
of fiddlers interested in the ‘traditional music’ 
decline, but also that the Second World War 
marked the end of the active phase of annual 
concerts throughout Scotland (Emmerson 
1971). 
 
 If the story of the cello’s presence in Scottish traditional music ended there then it 
would be a sad one as it would have never had the opportunity to reach its full potential.  
However, that is not the case.  Over the past twenty years the cello has been able to make a 
comeback in the tradition of Scottish dance music.  With the help of organisations such as 
Historical Music Scotland and the virtuosity of performers such as Natalie Haas, which will 
be examined in the next chapter, the cello has been a rising star in the world of Scottish dance 
music and, consequently, in many other traditional music genres around the world.  Alison 
McGillivray is another cellist who performs within the idiom of Scottish traditional music.  
She is a part of a band called Nathaniel Gow’s Dance Band that performs 18th and 19th 
century Scottish dance music in concert settings as well as in Scottish cèilidh15 dances.  Rufus 
Huggan is a cellist on the opposite end of this spectrum, performing contemporary Scottish 
                                                     
15 “Traditionally, in Gaelic Scotland, Ireland and emigrant communities overseas, it denoted any household 
gathering of family and friends, pre-arranged or impromptu, including neighbourly ‘dropping in’” (Bennett 
2001). 
Figure 10 - Example of the accompaniment from Gow's A 
Collection of Strathspey Reels with a Bass for the Violoncello 
or Harpsichord (IMSLP.org n.d.) 
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traditional music in a band called Snuffbox.  Outside of this project, I have also seen Rufus 
playing in a Scottish traditional music session in Glasgow.  I am sure that there are many 
other cellists performing in this idiom that I have not had the experience of discovering yet. 
 
American Folk 
  
 Similar to the ambiguity of the violoncello’s name that I mentioned in section one of 
this chapter, the violoncello and other bass bowed instruments had a similar problem in the 
United States during the 17th and 18th centuries.  Sheets (2014) states that, 
“Outside of use in religious contexts, violoncellos or bass violins were employed 
for the performance of dance and concert music throughout colonies.  The rise of 
organised orchestras in the 19th century along with interest in performing 
chamber music contributed to their expanded use in concert music settings”  
(Sheets 2014) 
 
The creation of string bands in the early 1900s afforded the cello opportunities to be 
used in many different kinds of music in America that ranged from jazz to early bluegrass.  
String bands are defined as, “any ensemble consisting largely or wholly of string 
instruments” (Shipton n.d.).  Shipton also mentions that the string-band tradition developed 
separately from jazz, but was evolving parallel to jazz, and that it had its roots in blues, 
ragtime and society music from the start of the century (Shipton n.d.).  An example of this 
was the cello’s involvement in one of the earliest African-American string ensembles from 
New York called the Ciaro’s Club Croon Orchestra in which they were played alongside 
piano, double bass, drums and two banjos.  The music was largely ragtime based, but also got 
close to a form of “proto-jazz” (Shipton n.d.). 
 
 Moving Southwest of New York toward the Appalachian Mountains, the string-band 
music tradition was becoming more popular in the 1920s due to the availability of 
inexpensive instruments being sold through mail-order catalogues such as that of Sears, 
Roebuck, and Company (Pen 2015).  In this region, the string band template developed into 
what is now considered to be a standard bluegrass ensemble, consisting of mandolin, guitar, 
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string bass (or cello), and fiddles (Pen 2015; Rosenburg n.d.)  The repertoire of this region 
would have consisted largely of tunes from the British and Irish music traditions that were 
brought over by people who emigrated from the British Isles and settled in the mountain 
region (Pen 2015). 
 
 Further South a prominent string band was formed in Lindale, Texas in 1927; the East 
Texas Serenaders.  The East Texas Serenaders’ ensemble consisted of guitar, string 
bass/cello, two fiddles, and tenor banjo, and their repertoire varied from ragtime tunes to 
fiddle dance music (Oxford Music Online n.d.).  It was said that the reason that a cello was 
played in the band was because, “the bass didn't travel well on top of the car in bad weather” 
(Bogan Jr. 2015).  It was played in this band by Patrick Henry Bogan Sr. who also played the 
bass.  He stripped the cello of one of its strings because he said, “he didn’t need it” (Bogan Jr. 
2015). 
 
 Unfortunately, the string band tradition went into decline after the Second World War 
due to the universal adoption of the electric guitar (Shipton n.d.).  At this juncture, many 
different genres of music began to emerge such as rock, country and others as ragtime went 
into decline, and these new genres rarely included the cello.  However, the bluegrass tradition 
continued steadily throughout the decades and continues to be a strong folk music tradition in 
the United States today (Rosenberg n.d.).  The cello, however, was not included in bluegrass 
until the 1990s. 
 
 Lately, that is, within the past twenty to twenty-five years, the cello has made a 
comeback in the realm of American folk music.  Artists like Rushad Eggleston, Mike Block 
and Tristan Clarridge have reintroduced the cello into the old-time and bluegrass music 
scene, featuring them prominently in bands such as Crooked Still as well as in their own solo 
work.  American cellist Natalie Haas, whose involvement in reviving the Scottish cello 
tradition was mentioned earlier, had this to say when asked how these artists are affecting the 
view of the cello, which I think appropriately finishes this section of the story, 
“But yeah, I think the perception of the cello has totally changed in the last ten 
years or so and you see it all over the place like; singer-songwriter, rock contexts. 
50 
 
The folk world has been much more accepting of it.  I think they’re still pushing 
the boundaries of what the cello can do…like Rushad is...everybody that sees him 
is just mesmerised by him, mostly as a performer, so it’s easy to forget just what 
an amazing cellist he is when you watch him perform.  But yeah…they’ve, I know 
a lot of people are using the strap these days like Rushad and Mike (Block) and so 
it’s still being...we’re on like an uphill battle of getting the cello out of the 
orchestra and making people see it in a different light.  So it is still like a small 
niche world, but I feel like everybody that sees it…you know I get so many people 
coming up to me after gigs saying, “well I’ve never heard a cello do that before”.  
It’s always a positive reaction and um, so people are becoming much more broad 
minded about what it can do and seeing it as a rhythmic instrument rather than a 
lyrical one.  So I’m…I’m not really aware of…it’s hard to say what other people 
are thinking of it, but just from my own perception…the number of cellists that are 
signing up for fiddle camps has so multiplied since I started teaching.  I’ve been 
teaching at the camps for probably almost fifteen years now and the cello thing is 
just totally going out of control.  Which is amazing to see.  In my world I get to see 
it all the time.  But in the larger world I do see more and more cello being played 
with folk bands and singer-songwriters and rock stuff.  There’s a whole other 
world alternative cello outside of the traditional world which I’m in…of…people 
doing exciting things with it like Trevor (Exter) and Ben (Sollee) and all these 
other people that are breaking boundaries.  So yeah, it’s a happening thing, but 
there are still a lot of people that are not aware of it.  So, it’s still growing” (Haas, 
personal communication 2016). 
 
Section Four – The Cello in Ireland 
 
 Now we have come to the climax of the cello’s journey within this chapter which will 
address the cello’s role in the history of Irish traditional music as well as its role, and my role, 
within the tradition.  First, I will give a brief history of its time in Ireland and then I will 
speculate as to the possible reasons that it has not been as included in Irish traditional music 
compared to instruments such as the fiddle. 
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 Western art music in Ireland only began to grow during the 1700’s after the 
Restoration.  According to Grove Music, “The development of art music in Ireland after the 
Restoration was strongly indebted to English models” (White & Carolan n.d.).  Until this 
time, art music was mainly performed in churches and cathedrals, primarily in Dublin.  
However, as art music was on the rise, concert halls and performance centres were built to 
accommodate the musical growth of the time.  This would have meant that an influx of 
classical stringed instruments would have been found in the country as well.  But where did 
they come from?  As the economic and political conditions in Dublin were moderately stable 
in the 18th century, it can be inferred that instruments were brought from England as well as 
Italy (Carolan n.d.; Neece 2003).  There were also instruments being produced in Dublin.  In 
the introduction to A Collection of the Most Celebrated Irish Tunes Proper for the Violin, 
German Flute or Hautboy (1724) by John and William Neal, Nicholas Carolan notes that, 
“The Neals are the first known trade importers, and the first makers probably, of 
the violin in Ireland; they are therefore likely to have been to some degree players 
of the instrument.  But there must have been earlier trade importers, and it is just 
possible that the Neals were by the 1720s retailing violins made locally by others 
as well as, or even rather than, making them themselves or having them made” 
(Carolan 2010, p. 7) 
Carolan also writes that the Neals had English connections in the early 1720s, writing that, 
“they are importing printed music and musical instruments from London and 
republishing music from London publications” (Carolan 2010, p. 15). 
Furthermore, in an article documenting harpsichord making in Ireland during the eighteenth-
century, Pauline Mac Sweeney (1983) notes that Henry Rother (fl. 1762-1782), 
“is listed by Teahan as a ‘Maker of Organs, chamber Organs, Double and Single 
Upright Harpsichords, Spinets, Theorboes, Violincellos’, with dates 1762-3” 
(Mac Sweeney 1983, p. 406). 
John Teahan (1963) also lists three other violoncello makers in or around Dublin during the 
eighteenth and nineteenth century: James Perry in 1788 in Dublin, James Perry (possibly the 
same) in 1786 and 1792, and Thomas Perry from 1787-1802 and 1803-1818 in Dublin 
(Teahan 1963, p. 31).  Teahan also lists many names throughout this article that are only 
referred to as “instrument maker”, therefore these makers could have also been 
manufacturing violoncelli as well. 
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 Throughout the beginning of the eighteenth century, the arts were on the rise in 
Dublin (White & Carolan n.d.).  These included, but were not limited to, the creation of 
operas, plays, theatre groups, oratorios, concertos and more.  Music societies and 
organisations were also being formed throughout Dublin which acted as a catalyst for the 
music revival in Ireland.  It was at this time when Italian opera music was very popular in 
Dublin, spurring the invitation of artists such as Nicolo Grimaldi Nicolini and his opera 
company to Dublin in 1711 (Walsh 1975, cited in Carolan 2010, p. 9).  Having these artists in 
Dublin and allowing them to create work within the country furthered international music 
collaboration throughout this time.  It was also at this time when music printing was on the 
rise.  The most notable printers in relation to this thesis are John and William Neal, whom I 
mentioned earlier. 
 
 Perhaps one of the most notable instances of this during the 18th century was the debut 
of Handel’s The Messiah in 1742 (Acton 1978; White 1998).  Although there are no specific 
mentions of the cello being included within the ensemble, it was an orchestral staple of the 
time, bridging the gap between the violas and the bassi.  King (2016) states that, 
“David Watkin, among others, has shown that it was common to use a solo cello 
to realise the figured bass in Italian sonatas in the 17th century, and there is ample 
evidence to suggest that the practice continued in the 18th” (Watkin 1996, cited in 
King 2016, p. 45) 
These facts, coupled with the rise of composers having lengthy residencies in Dublin as well 
as the opening of many venues and societies such as the Academy of Music in 1757 (Neece 
2013; Scholes n.d.), leads me to believe that the cello had a healthy presence in 18th century 
Dublin.  Visiting composers and performers also encouraged the use of traditional Irish music 
by Irish composers.  Thuente notes, “During the second quarter of the century, “Eileen 
Aroon” and other airs became popular at Dublin concerts, and music publishers printed small 
books containing “country dances” consisting of reels, jigs, hornpipes, and set dances, mostly 
to Irish tunes” (Hogan 1966, cited in Thuente 1994, p.51).  Thuente also notes that “Some of 
Carolan’s tunes and other Irish airs, such as “Savourneen Deelish,” were used by William 
Shield for songs in The Poor Soldier in 1784” (Thuente 1994, p. 51).  Therefore, it seems 
reasonable to assume that the cello must have had some part to perform in the ensembles that 
played these Irish traditional tunes. 
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Also, throughout Europe, chamber music was on the rise throughout the 18th century, 
and The Oxford Dictionary of Music indicates that, “The quintessential genre of late 18th 
century chamber music was the string quartet…” (Bashford n.d.).  Typical string quartets, 
from the earliest conception, consisted of two violins, a viola and a cello, and this would have 
been the same for chamber music performed in Ireland. 
 
 There is also a mention of celli being featured as solo instruments as part of the 
Rotunda Garden concerts between 1771 and 1791.  Many performances including cellists are 
listed in Brian Boydell’s work, “Music at the Rotunda Gardens 1771-1791,” including those 
which list them as a solo instrument in the program.  These cellists include; Crossdill in 1775, 
Del Oca in 1780, Sperati in 1789, and J. Reinagle in 1791 as part of the series (Boydell 
1990).  They could have also been involved with the other ensembles and solo performers 
featured over the twenty-year period of this concert series, however there is no 
documentation of what instruments were involved in those groups. 
 
 The earliest mention of the cello in Irish musical history outside of Dublin that we 
know of is also told in the memoirs of Arthur O’Neill, a blind harpist from County Tyrone, 
who wrote that while visiting Mr. Jones Irwin in Streamstown, County Sligo in 1782, there 
were forty-six musicians present at the residence.  Caoimhín MacAoidh writes, “While it can 
be questionable whether the music being performed at the Streamstown gathering was 
traditional music as we think it today, or some mixture of Irish and European Art music with 
voices for cellos, it is noteworthy that O'Neill records the presence of two "Gentleman 
Violincello" (MacAoidh 1994, pp. 25-26).  This gathering at Streamstown is perhaps the 
cello’s only documented presence outside of Dublin in the 18th century.  Other than this 
mention, little is written about the cello existing in Ireland until the 1900s. 
 
However, there were composers from Italy visiting Dublin throughout the 19th century 
and Italian Opera was being performed in the city, despite the decline of art music at the end 
of the 18th century and beginning of the 19th century (Acton 1978; White 1998; Dowling 
2014).  There were also numerous schools that opened which allowed music to become an 
academic focus such as the Royal Irish Academy of Music, founded in 1848, and more 
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recently the National University of Ireland, which was founded in 1908.  These institutions 
had instructors on various instruments including the violoncello.  According to Freeman’s 
Journal 2 (1856) the Royal Irish Academy of music was founded, “for the purpose of 
establishing a school of instrumental music in the city of Dublin, the want of which has been 
a great obstacle to the performance of first class instrumental works of orchestras of the 
Dublin musical societies” (cited in Quane 1965, p. 42).  The cello professor of this institution 
was Herr Elsner (Quane 1965; Beckett 1998).  Martin Dowling also notes of the 
establishment of, “over twenty new musical societies formed between 1840 and 1870, 
supported by this Dublin ‘professional aristocracy’ (Dowling 2014, p. 90).  This shows us 
that the cello was still being utilised and taught within the idiom of Western Art music 
throughout nineteenth century Dublin. 
 
 However, as far as Irish traditional music is concerned, there is no documentation on 
the cello’s presence within it either in a performance context or in a traditional music session.  
Even when they were mentioned as being at the residence in Streamstown, Sligo in the 18th 
century by Arthur O’Neill’s memoirs, there is no reference to the type of music that the two 
“gentleman cellists” played on them, whether they played the popular classical music of the 
time or whether they improvised bass lines to traditional music like their fellow musicians in 
Scotland would have done during this same time. 
 
 Why is the cello not included as a regular instrument in Irish traditional music despite 
the surge of instrument acquisitions into the tradition which led to the inclusion of the 
accordion, banjo, concertina, bouzouki and others?  Why is there little mention of its 
presence throughout Irish musical history?  The first reason why I suspect that the cello is not 
currently a key instrument within the Irish music tradition is due to cultural nationalism and 
its effect on the development of an identity for Irish music.  The second reason is due to the 
ergonomics of the instrument; the shape, size, and cost.  These issues must be examined 
before moving on to exploring its use in Irish traditional music today. 
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Cultural Nationalism 
 John Hutchinson describes cultural nationalism as, “an impulse originating in diverse, 
locally based movements and aiming to regenerate the distinctive moral character of the 
nation, mainly through literature and art” (Hutchinson 1987, p. 16).  In addition to this, 
cultural nationalism is also a concept that adds to the identity of the nation by utilising 
selected aspects of a nation’s history as well as other aspects of its culture to move toward an 
individual and unique national identity.  The main and most basic focus of cultural 
nationalism is on the nation, as opposed to the state.  Hutchinson writes that, “the cultural 
nationalist perceives the state as an accidental, for the essence of a nation is its distinctive 
civilization, which is the product of its unique history, culture and geographical profile” 
(Hutchinson 1994, p. 122). 
However, cultural nationalism is also seen as a term of preservation and regeneration.  
If the essence of a nation is its distinctive civilization which is a product of its unique history 
and culture, then cultural nationalists would be enforcers to keep these unique histories and 
cultures alive.  When examining a contemporary understanding of cultural nationalism in 
Ireland, specifically in the late eighteenth century when it first appeared (Boydell 1998), what 
is apparent are the motifs of regeneration and preservation; regeneration of Irish culture and 
traditions.  Edward Bunting’s collecting of ancient harp music at the Belfast Harp Festival is 
one instance where I see the regenerative and preservative characteristics of nationalism 
occurring.  By collecting the music, it is being preserved for generations to refer back to and 
to learn.  This may also allow for a regeneration of the harping tradition by generating 
interest in this native instrument of Ireland.   
 
One method that cultural nationalism uses to regenerate and preserve the identity of 
its nation is through the formation of distinctive groups and organizations that share similar 
ideals (Hutchinson 1987).  One such group in Ireland was the Volunteer movement which 
was founded in 1778, arguably the same time that cultural nationalism began to appear in 
Ireland (Boydell 1998).  Barra Boydell writes that, 
“The Volunteer movement, founded in 1778 in response to the need for a citizen’s 
militia to defend the country as England withdrew her troops to fight the 
American War of Independence, developed essentially into the military wing of the 
parliamentary Patriots.  The Volunteers recognised the value of songs to promote 
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patriotic ideals and their use of traditional Irish tunes for these songs not only 
reflects the growing interest in Irish music which we have noted, but gives 
meaning to one of their mottoes of the harp ‘new-strung to the tune of liberty’” 
(Boydell 1998, p. 48). 
The adopting of songs to promote patriotic ideals and the use of traditional tunes for the 
songs is the embodiment of cultural nationalism.  They are using songs to promote their 
patriotic ideals which is one way of preserving native Irish music as well as regenerating 
interest in it.  
 
 This is also when the iconography of the Irish harp being re-strung began.  This is 
utilised by another cultural nationalist group founded in 1791, the United Irishmen16 (Boydell 
1998).  Thus, it could be said that the regeneration and preservation of Irish traditional music 
for political use began polarising traditional music.  In her Ph.D. thesis covering the journey 
of the button accordion into the Irish music tradition, Máire Ní Chaoimh describes the 
polarisation of the music-making in Ireland as, “the Anglo-Irish ascendancy class who looked 
east and to Europe for their inspiration, and the lower classes, mostly rural dwellers, who 
were the guardians of what we know today as traditional music” (Ní Chaoimh 2010, p. 45).  
Boydell (1998) states that, “many of the founding members of the United Irishmen were 
intimately involved in or associated with contemporary antiquarian cultural interests and how 
they made considerable and conscious use of songs as a means of spreading their ideas” 
(Boydell 1998, p. 44-45).  Many of the United Irishmen were also present at the Belfast Harp 
Festival, after having adopted the harp as their official insignia. 
 
The preservation of the Irish music tradition within the United Irishmen is seen by 
Boydell as he notes that, 
“It is clear that the United Irishmen of the 1790s were “restringing” the Anglo-
Irish winged-maiden harp to include the Gaelic, bardic tradition as representing 
native Irish interests, rather than ‘restringing’ the Irish harp of Carolan and the 
                                                     
16 “Inspired by the French and American Revolutions, the Society of United Irishmen was a liberal political 
organisation that initially sought parliamentary reform, but which evolved into a revolutionary republican 
movement.  With the aid of Revolutionary France it launched the Irish rebellion of 1798, which was undertaken 
to end monarchical British rule in Ireland” (Costello 2015, p. 43).  
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harpers of the Belfast Festival to include Protestant and Dissenter traditions” 
(Boydell 1998, p. 49). 
In this quote, Boydell suggests that the United Irishmen avoided being seen strictly under the 
category of political nationalism by alluding to the more ancient tradition of Irish harping 
culture (representing native Irish interests) and not the emergence of the neo-Irish harp in the 
19th century.  This allowed them to remain within the parameters of cultural nationalism, 
albeit under a far more ecumenical and regenerative context.  Boydell also reminds us that the 
United Irishmen were “originated by the Anglo-Irish, English-speaking elite, whose motives 
were not to overthrow the Anglo-Irish culture from which they themselves came, but to 
extend its benefits to all Irishmen while freeing the country from foreign rule, the ‘union’ of 
all sections of Irish society and of all religions” (Boydell 1998, p. 49).   An announcement 
printed in The Northern Star, a United Irish newspaper published in the 1700s, stated that, 
“The preservation of our national music must appear to be a matter of no small importance to 
every lover of the antiquities of Ireland…. When you think of the British commemoration of 
a single artist, with what ardour should it inspire us to revive and perpetuate the native music 
of Ireland.”  Thuente describes the meaning behind this statement by saying, 
“The harp festival offered an occasion when the religious, political, and social 
divisions that so polarized Ireland at the time could be transcended by a shared 
enthusiasm for Irish art and culture.  One cannot imagine a less threatening 
cultural icon for Irish people of all social and religious backgrounds to rally 
behind” (Thuente 1994, p. 56-57) 
 
Edward Bunting’s collection of harp repertoire from the Belfast Harp Festival of 1792 
was a step toward the preservation of an ancient harp tradition that would later be borrowed 
and changed by Thomas Moore17 who also politically charged the music (White 1998).  
Thuente describes one of the original goals of the festival saying, “Likewise, the original goal 
of attempting “to revive and perpetuate the ancient Music and Poetry of Ireland” in fact 
became largely an effort at preservation” (Thuente 1994, p. 55).  This means that the festival 
was an obvious step toward the regeneration and preservation of the Irish harping tradition.  
However, while organisations such as the Volunteer movement and the United Irishmen 
began by creating and preserving an Irish national identity by utilising the harp as a symbol 
                                                     
17 Thomas Moore was an Irish poet and musician born in 1779 (Rutherford-Johnson, et al. 2013). 
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of their respective organisations and by drawing from a repertoire of tunes, both English and 
Irish, they later became more aligned toward the Ascendancy in the early nineteenth century, 
thus further polarising the use of Irish traditional music (Boydell 1998; White 1998).  This 
polarisation does, in fact, continue toward regenerating and preserving the music of Ireland, 
however it moves the focus away from other musical styles such as Western art music. 
   
It is not my intention to examine Ascendancy thought and Irish patriotism.  However, 
I posit that the cello is not a key member of the modern Irish music tradition partially due to 
the work of politically charged organisations and individuals, mainly collectors of Irish 
traditional music, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  When these organisations began 
focusing on politically charging Irish music is when I believe that cultural nationalism began 
to focus on creating a “unique Irish identity,” consequently shutting out Western art music 
altogether.  I believe that this is Harry White’s point when he says,  
“If Irish nationalism and republicanism effectively date from the 1790s, the 
impact of these ideas upon music dates from the early issues of Moore’s Melodies 
in 1807 and 1808” (White 1998, p. 44) 
From White’s (1998) perspective, it can be assumed that this period is when post-Handel 
music collaborations of indigenous Irish music and modern European instruments and 
ensembles began to decline as a need to separate not only from Europe’s cultural influence, 
but its musical influence as well.  These collaborations were mentioned previously in the 
form of airs and songs such as Eileen Aroon and Savourneen Deelish.  Martin Dowling 
(2014) supports this claim by saying,  
“Whatever the potential for the musical development informed by the interactions 
typical of the previous century, the nineteenth century saw the collapse of the 
musical culture centred on Dublin Castle and the isolation of plebeian culture 
from the influence of the big house” (Dowling 2014, p. 91). 
I believe that it is also White’s assertion that, by adapting the collections of Edward Bunting 
as well as others, Thomas Moore was able to help polarise Irish traditional music and use it as 
a political tool and, in doing so, he was able to instil the notion of preservation and purity 
among the people of the country.  However, Moore’s songs are not seen as traditional within 
the context of Irish traditional music.  They were newly-composed and only borrowed some 
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melodies from Bunting’s collection.   White explains how Moore instilled the notion of 
preservation and purity by drawing upon the native repertory stating, 
“His own poetry was uniquely stimulated by exposure to it, and the Melodies 
inaugurated a bitter quarrel between tradition and innovation which would long 
thrive in Irish musical discourse.  The Melodies also proposed a constricting 
intimacy between artistic and ethnic modes of expression which was to inhibit the 
growth of musical thought: Moore quite deliberately mediated between the 
musical past and the political present with a romantic zeal which for a time all but 
exhausted the concept of creative music in Ireland” (White 1998, p. 45) 
As mentioned earlier, this polarisation would shift the musical focus from music influenced 
by England and continental Europe, such as Western art music, to the music native to Ireland. 
 
 White also explains that Moore, 
 “permanently endowed the Irish mind with a sense of music that all but occluded 
the wider aesthetic of European norms in the nineteenth century.  The very success 
of his transformation of the ethnic repertory inhibited an independent mode of art 
music, and the symbolic potency which his union of music and text achieved made 
it effectively impossible for composers to escape the supreme anxiety of his 
influence” (White 1998, pp. 50-51). 
This nationalist thought-process would not only prevent the use of Irish traditional melodies 
by composers throughout the nineteenth century, which would be common practice with 
many famous European composers such as Mozart, Beethoven, Dvořák and hundreds more, 
but it would also discourage the use of instruments commonly used in Western art music, 
such as the cello, in a setting where Irish traditional music would be performed.  From this 
point, music in Ireland would have a distinct division:  Irish traditional music would be 
associated with the revival of Irish culture and Western art music would be associated with 
Europe and its influence on Ireland would not be as strong as it was in the eighteenth century.  
White confirms this saying, 
“The strength of this association between political aspiration and musical 
expression is the one which all but eclipsed the possibility of independent musical 
growth.  The art tradition lapsed into mediocrity or silence.  In its stead, the 
preoccupation with an identifiably ‘Irish’ music was such that a bifurcated 
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development (music as folklore, music as political propaganda) endured in the 
Irish mind to the extent that the Celtic revival of the 1890s for the most part 
accommodated not music per se, but music as a symbol of the renascent Irish 
culture” (White 1998, p. 53). 
He furthers this point by stating, “…the European aesthetic of art music could not survive the 
polarisation of musical norms in Ireland which were circumscribed and defined by political 
and cultural associations” (White 1998, p. 54). 
 
 Furthermore, Jimmy O’Brien Moran (2007) writes that, “collectors of this period 
(nineteenth century) were motivated by a love of music fueled by a patriotic and sometimes 
nationalist zeal” (O’Brien Moran 2007, p. 94). This is despite the background of most 
collectors of this period being rooted in classical music (Ní Chaoimh 2010, p, 59; O’Brien 
Moran 2007, p. 94).  O’Brien Moran also states that, “There is an impression that some of the 
collectors, and George Petrie in particular, felt they were preserving the culture on behalf of 
the “folk” who did not fully appreciate it and were helpless to prevent its demise” (O’Brien 
Moran 2007, p. 96).  Most importantly, which is what relates strongly to my thoughts on this 
theory, Ní Chaoimh states that, 
 “However, in the case of later collectors it could be inferred that, as well as 
being resistant to new dance forms and tune types, they were also somewhat 
resistant to the introduction of new instruments, seeing them perhaps, as 
detrimental to the preservation of this ancient music” (Ní Chaoimh 2010, p. 61). 
Although this statement pertains directly to her thesis about the button accordion, it is also a 
blanket statement that can be applied to all instruments that were present in Ireland and not a 
part of the Irish music tradition, including the cello. 
 
 However, an exception to this is the violin, which is more commonly referred to as 
the fiddle in Ireland which, like the cello, arrived in Ireland well before the nineteenth 
century (Vallely 2011).  Why was this the case?  According to the website for the Irish 
Traditional Music Archive (1994) in Dublin, “The great popularity of the fiddle in in the late 
eighteenth century, and a burst of reel composition associated with it, had a particular 
influence in the North of Ireland, and the fiddle has been especially strong there” (Irish 
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Traditional Music Archive/Tasice Cheol Dúchais Éireann 1994).  This coincides with the 
currently strong fiddle-playing traditions of the Sligo and Donegal regions of Ireland.  As 
people migrated back and forth from Scotland and travel around Ireland it is clear to see how 
the fiddle would be welcomed in musical situations outside of Western art music ensembles.  
The Irish Traditional Music Archive also notes that, later in the eighteenth century, the fiddle, 
“is found being played with harps, pipes, flutes, and other instruments and being especially 
used to provide music for dancing,” also that, “the instrument grew in popularity for all types 
of music,” not restricting it only to Irish traditional music or Western art music (Irish 
Traditional Music Archive/Tasice Cheol Dúchais Éireann 1994). 
 
 There are many instruments, however, that were introduced into the tradition after the 
cello arrived to Ireland.  For example, the button accordion was “first patented in 1829 and 
available for sale in Ireland by 1832” (Ní Chaoimh 2010, p. iii).  This instrument was quickly 
popularised within the Irish music tradition in the latter half of the century.  This was mostly 
due to mass production of the German accordion which brought down the price of the 
instrument in the country, making it widely accessible and favourable to dancers during the 
declination of the uilleann pipes (Vallely 2011).  The Irish transverse flute is another 
example.  There is evidence of the Irish flute being played in Irish traditional music in the late 
eighteenth century.  As Vallely writes, 
“There appears to have been no tradition of transverse flute making or playing in 
Ireland before the eighteenth century when the flute first began to appear in the 
hands of wealthy amateurs” (Vallely 2011, p. 275). 
However, it was not widespread and available until the late nineteenth century in Ireland. 
This is believed to be because of its mass production at this time, as well as the rise of the 
Boehm system flute in Western art music which meant that transverse flutes would become 
cheaper due to the lower price of alternatives (Vallely 2011).  Another example is the banjo, 
which was introduced into Ireland during the late 1800s.  Its popularity, however, began to 
grow with the invention of the four-string tenor banjo in the early 20th century and due to the 
easily available high-quality instruments being sold at the time (Irish Traditional Music 
Archive 2016; Vallely 2011).  These instruments, however, seem to have been unaffected by 
nationalism in Ireland as they are included within Irish traditional music.  I can only speculate 
that the cello is not among these instruments because of its particular associations with 
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Western art music.  These are only a few examples of instruments accepted into the tradition 
after the existence of the cello in the country.  The trend with these instruments’ acceptance 
and popularity is the result of accessibility and affordability due to mass production.  
However, another reason for their acceptance is because of their ergonomics.  All the 
instruments mentioned are easily to carry on foot from town-to-town or across the country.  
They also take up very little space within an Irish music session, unlike the cello which will 
be discussed in the following section. 
 
 Cultural nationalism is one reason that I posit to be responsible for the cello’s lack of 
inclusion within Irish traditional music.  Joseph Ryan (1995) states that nationalism is, “the 
crucial determinant on the course of music in Ireland in the past two centuries” (Ryan 1995, 
p. 102).  Throughout this section I have examined how cultural nationalism has affected 
music in Ireland and, specifically, how this has stopped the cello from being included within 
the tradition.  The polarising of music for political use in Ireland caused a divide between 
Irish traditional music and Western Art music.  Although this is a simplified account and the 
reality is undoubtedly much more complex, it could be said that Irish traditional music was 
associated with Irish republicanism, whereas Western Art music was associated with Europe 
and the monarchical rule of Britain.  This research seeks to move beyond nationalist ideals of 
the past two centuries and bridge the divide that has formed between these two styles of 
music in Ireland. 
 
Ergonomics 
 The cello’s very design was not conducive to its inclusion in the music sessions and 
dances in country houses throughout Ireland in the 19th century.  Away from cities such as 
Dublin and Cork, people may have had to carry them for miles before they reached a house 
where they could share music with one another.  With the cello’s dimensions becoming 
standardised by Stradivari in the early 1700’s, its weight would have just been too much to 
carry back and forth between villages without the use of a cart or some other form of 
transportation (Bonta n.d.).  This also would support why instruments such as the fiddle and 
the Irish flute were more popularly used within the tradition and not the cello.  The Irish 
Traditional Music Archive also states that “musicians would also create their own fiddles that 
were, “produced in remote areas, carved from wood or made of tin or from wooden boxes” 
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(Irish Traditional Music Archive/Tasice Cheol Dúchais Éireann 1994).  Practically, it would 
have been easier for a musician to transport a fiddle in a case or even in a sack than it would 
be for a musician to carry a cello across the country because of its size. 
 
 However, this is not to say that there were not cellists that travelled throughout the 
country.  Neece writes that in Britain, “Few musicians before the mid-part of the eighteenth 
century performed exclusively on one instrument and this was especially true of those who 
took up the cello” (Neece 2003, p. 80).  Based on this information, musicians who played the 
cello may have also travelled with a fiddle to avoid the burden of carrying celli across the 
country. 
 
A Personal Account Regarding Ergonomics of the Cello 
 My own experience of playing the cello in Irish traditional music shares these 
difficulties.  Even in these modern times when the measurements of the cello have not 
changed, but cases to fit around the cello have, it is still difficult to transport the cello to a 
traditional session, or even to a venue for a gig without a car.  Despite the beauty of the sound 
and shape of a cello, it is an awkward instrument, physically, to fit into an Irish traditional 
music session.  Personally, I would need a space of at least two feet to the left and to the right 
of me to accommodate the length of my bow on both sides, including my bow strokes.  I also 
need space in front of the instrument to ensure there is enough height to bring the bow on the 
strings for techniques such as chopping which will be discussed later in this thesis (see 
Chapters Three and Four).  Therefore, taking this information into account, I can understand 
why practical physical reasons might have stopped musicians from bringing a cello to a 
gathering where Irish traditional music was played in the past.  There are also ergonomic 
challenges of playing traditional music on the cello, but they will be addressed later in this 
thesis when I examine it in the context of my own practice. 
 
 Another ergonomic difficulty the cello has is that of spacing between notes.  Due to 
the size of the instrument being considerably larger than that of the fiddle, the space between 
the notes is also increased.  For example, a fiddle player’s hand can reach the interval of a 
fifth on any one string.  This means that their hand can span the distance of six semi-tones 
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without having to move or change positions.  However, on the cello the left hand can only 
span the distance of four semi-tones.  This means that a cellist would have to change 
positions on the instrument many more times in order to play a tune with the same speed and 
dexterity of a fiddle player. 
 
 Through my personal experience and somatic engagement with the cello, I have 
experienced difficulty in playing Irish traditional tunes on the cello due to the size of the 
instrument.  Playing melodies in a set, or sets, of tunes has caused strain on my left hand and 
cramps if not addressed properly.  Therefore, I can see how this would discourage someone 
from performing in the context of a traditional music session.  However, by increasing the 
somatic awareness of what is happening to my body when these tensions occur, I have been 
able to release the cause of a lot of this strain.  Properly warming up the body before long 
performance sessions along with stretches and cooling down the body after the sessions is 
what has helped to get me through this source of tension.  This is something that I hope to 
address in future research as I continue to develop a style of Irish traditional cello playing. 
 
Section Five – The Cello In Ireland, Now 
 
 The popularity of Irish traditional music arguably began to rise in the 1950s which 
was partially catalysed by the establishment of Comhaltas Ceoltóirí Éireann, whose purpose 
is to preserve and promote Irish traditional music globally.  The promotion of this music has 
been assisted by the success of bands such as The Chieftains and The Bothy Band 
(Comhaltas Ceoltóirí Éireann n.d.; Vallely 2005). However, it was not until the 1980s and 
1990s that the bands De Dannan and Cran both introduced the cello into the Irish music 
tradition on a worldwide stage by including it in their albums; Ballroom (1987) by De 
Dannan and The Crooked Stair (1995) by Cran.  Neil Martin, Caroline Lavelle and Adele 
O’Dwyer were the first cellists to bring the cello into the Irish music tradition via these two 
bands (Irwin 1987; Martin 2016).  Their roles in these bands would range from 
accompanying songs, providing a drone and contrapuntal accompaniment for tunes as well as 
performing slow airs and an assortment of dance music.   
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Caroline Lavelle, who performed on De Dannan’s album Ballroom (1987), is featured 
as the cellist and a backing vocalist on this album.  She plays cello on five of the ten tracks on 
this album (Discogs n.d.).  Lavelle is also featured in a video of De Dannan performing a 
track from this album entitled “Two Jewish Reels: A Shepherd’s Dream, Onga Bucharesti” 
on The Late Late Show18 on RTÉ19 (YouTube 2012).  In this video, Lavelle assumes the role 
of accompanist for the second tune of the set, starting at 1:43 (ibid.).  She starts with the band 
after a short stop in the music and begins to play an arpeggiated accompaniment that, in my 
opinion, resembles an accompaniment that could be found in a Baroque chamber ensemble.  
Rhythmically, the accompaniment is not complex and is used to arpeggiate chords and play 
the final two-to-three notes of the melody at the end of major phrases of the tune.  The first 
eight measures of her accompaniment can be seen in figure 11.  
 
 Lavelle is also featured in another video of De Dannan performing with their singer at 
the time, Mary Black (YouTube 2008).  In this video, Lavelle provides a countermelody 
against Black’s melody for the song Paddy’s Lamentation.  At 2:59, there is an instrumental 
in which the fiddle player, Frankie Gavin, plays the main melody of the song while Lavelle 
continues to provide a countermelody.  In both of these videos, however, Lavelle is seated at 
the end of the ensemble.  As there are no full-length recordings of these performances, I can 
only speculate that she is seated at the end so that she can walk off the stage for tracks in 
which she is not performing.  This is traditionally the same practice for singers that are not 
performing on instrumental tracks. 
 
                                                     
18 The Late Late Show is an Irish talk show airing on Raidió Teilifis Éireann (Raidió Teilifís Éireann n.d.) 
19 RTÉ (Raidió Teilifís Éireann) is Ireland's national public-service media organisation. (Raidió Teilifís Éireann 
n.d.) 
Figure 11 - Transcription of Caroline Lavelle’s accompaniment from 1:43-1:50 of Onga Bucharesti (Youtube 2012) 
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 In Cran’s album, The Crooked Stair (1995), Neil Martin is a multi-instrumentalist 
who is featured on whistle, flute, uilleann pipes, keyboard, synths, backing vocals and cello 
(Bramhall n.d.).  This album features many Irish traditional dance tunes such as hop jigs, 
reels, hornpipes, songs and more.  Only audio recordings of this album were published, 
however these recordings are sufficient to identify what Martin does when playing cello on 
the tracks.  He primarily uses the cello to accompany the music, providing a waltz-like 
accompaniment for the set called “Hop Jigs: Cucanandy – The Dusty Miller,” weaving in and 
out of melody, countermelody and off-beat rhythmic accompaniment in the track “An Dro 
(Dance Tunes)” which features a tune called “Romanian Rollick” as the final tune, and 
providing drone and contrapuntal accompaniment for songs on the album.  Neil Martin will 
be examined further in the next chapter of this thesis. 
 
 Currently, there are a growing number of cellists appearing in the Irish music tradition 
and taking progressive steps to advance on the foundation which Martin and Lavelle 
provided.  Neil Martin is still performing within the tradition, bridging the gap between Irish 
Western art music and Irish traditional music by composing solo material and mixed 
ensemble pieces.  His style is unique in that he alludes to Baroque-style figured bass 
accompaniment lines to accompany Irish tunes, rarely playing the melodies of the tunes.  
Other notable cellists that are furthering the cello’s role within the tradition, but who will not 
be examined more in-depth in this thesis, are Sharon Howley who plays the cello in the 
Kilfenora Ceili Band, Sean Warren who is the cellist in the award-winning contemporary 
Irish music band Strung, Liz Davis Maxfield who has released a solo album entitled Big 
Fiddle (2009) as well as a method book for introducing cellists to Irish traditional music, Ilse 
de Ziah who has released a book of Irish traditional airs for the cello as well as a CD with the 
same content, and Leah Rankin who is an American cellist living in New York City who 
hosts a number of Irish traditional music sessions.  These cellists only represent a fraction of 
the work that is being done to expand the capabilities of the cello within Irish traditional 
music and to strengthen its presence in both classical and traditional music. 
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The Challenge of Authenticity 
 
 In my opinion, the primary concern with trying to create a style of cello playing in a 
tradition that is perceived as lasting for hundreds of years revolves around authenticity.  
Regina Bendix (1997) states that, 
“European nationalism was part of the effort to cast off monarchical government 
and establish democratic institutions.  Yet the notion of national uniqueness 
harbours a conservative ethos of the past.  Because of the insistence on national 
purity or authenticity inherent in the idea of a unique nation, the notion of 
authenticity ultimately undermines the liberating and humanitarian tendencies 
from which it grew” (Bendix 1997, p. 8). 
This insistence on national purity, which Bendix mentions, is what I was describing 
previously in this chapter when examining organisations like the United Irishmen.  Their use 
of Gaelic Irish cultural knowledge, collected at the beginning of the nineteenth century by 
historians, antiquarians, and archaeologists, to construct a political identity that was to 
become the basis of the Irish nationalist movement is the epitome of this purity (Ó Torna 
2005; Costello 2015).  Leerssen (2005) posits that a symbiotic relationship exists between 
culture (and by implication Romanticism) and politics, and that culture can function as an 
agent of nationalism (cited in Costello 2015, p. 37).  I believe this to be the case with 
organisations involved in the preservation of Irish traditional music today such as Comhaltas 
Ceoltóiri Éireann. 
  
 Fleming (2004) states that, 
“While groups with differing views about what is authentic may argue 
substantively about how traditional music is played and performed, these 
struggles are as much about who has the power to define or authenticate a 
particular cultural form as they are about music itself” (Fleming 2004, p. 228). 
One organization that has considerable power within traditional music is Comhaltas Ceoltóirí 
Éireann.  Comhaltas is largely funded by the Irish government and, “through a combination 
of nationalist politics, music competitions, centralized bureaucracy, and grassroots activism, 
has played an important role in preserving and revitalising traditional music in Ireland” 
(Fleming 2004, p. 228).  Vallely wrote that, “The atmosphere of [Comhaltas’] early years was 
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urgent; ‘revival’ was seen as a mission to pass on valued traditions and ensure their survival 
and enhancement for posterity” (Vallely 1999, p. 79).  However, due to its large success, 
Fleming writes that this has raised new questions about the concept of authenticity and new 
debates on Comhaltas’ role within the tradition (Fleming 2004, p. 235). 
 
 Vallely also mentions that Comhaltas had the revitalization of traditional music as the 
primary objective of the organization, but that dogmas emerged in this: “certain instruments 
were historically acceptable20, not so others; age was critical too – the older players were 
highlighted as ‘bearers of tradition’ and/or as the stylists that they in most cases were” 
(Vallely 2005, p. 58).  So how does an instrument become accepted or authentic?  Spencer 
(2009), when examining authenticity within Comhaltas music competitions, states that, “It is 
generally understood by the adjudicators that the criteria by which competitors are judged 
reflects an aesthetic system developed during the formation of the Gaelic League and 
Comhaltas Ceoltóirí Éireann in the late nineteenth century – a period just before the 
widespread impact of the recording age” (Spencer 2009, p. 63).  This period, in the 1950s, 
that he suggests is a period when the cello was not utilised in traditional music which I have 
addressed at-length earlier in this chapter.  Therefore, Spencer suggests that ideas of 
traditionality, historic continuity, authenticity and quality of performance in Irish traditional 
music are not inherent in the music as performed, but that they are dependent on situation and 
community, constantly being negotiated and performed by those who play and discuss the 
music (Spencer 2009, p. 60). 
 
One method that Comhaltas uses when preserving music within the tradition includes 
hosting music competitions, entitled Fleadhanna Cheoil, around the country.  According to 
the official rules for Fleadhanna Cheoil 2017, the competitions are intended to,  
“…propagate, consolidate, and perpetuate our Irish traditional music, both vocal 
and instrumental, dance as well as An Teanga Gaeilge, by presenting it in a 
                                                     
20 “Fiddle, accordion, concertina, flute, whistle and uilleann pipes were the core instruments.  Paradoxically, banjo (Afro-
American) and mandolin (Italian) were acceptable, but guitar was actively scorned because of its association with mid-
Atlantic ‘folk’ and also rock and roll.  The Greek bouzouki made a quiet entry to universal acceptance via Andy Irvine and 
Johnny Moynihan, and has been reconstructed to suit Irish practice, and is now regarded as the quintessence of 
accompaniment” (Vallely, 2005 p. 68). 
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manner worth of its dignity, and in accordance with the Aims and Objectives of 
Comhaltas Ceoltóirí Éireann” (Comhaltas Ceoltóirí Éireann 2017, p. 2). 
However, these competitions have specific guidelines as to what instruments can participate 
in individual competitions and what role these instruments are allowed to take in their areas.  
For example, according to the guidelines, guitar is permitted in the “accompaniment” 
competition, but if it will be used to play the melodies of tunes it must enter into the 
“miscellaneous” category (Comhaltas Ceoltóirí Éireann 2017, p. 7).  There is no traditional 
cello category listed in these guidelines, however it is allowed within the “miscellaneous” 
category (Comhaltas Ceoltóirí Éireann 2017, p. 7).  By creating a standard of what 
instruments are allowed in these competitions, I believe that Comhaltas had a major role in 
modifying the instruments of the tradition. 
 
Although an organisation such as Comhaltas has an arguably large influence on what 
is perceived as traditional within the context of Irish music, I do not believe they have the 
final vote when it comes to acceptance within the tradition.  As Vallely (2009) said 
previously, the Greek bouzouki was accepted into the tradition through the playing of Andy 
Irvine and Johnny Moynihan while the guitar, at one time, was scorned (Vallely 2009, p. 68).  
Therefore, I believe it is possible for the cello to be accepted into the Irish music tradition 
through performance and by demonstrating its capabilities.  It may not ever be accepted 
globally as an instrument in Irish music, but as the instrument rises in popularity, which I will 
examine further in the next chapter, it will become increasingly difficult for the instrument to 
be ignored.  In chapters four and five of this thesis, I document my engagement with 
traditional style and sound in an effort to create an Irish traditional cello style.   
 
Chapter Summary 
 
 This chapter focused on identifying the space in which the cello resides in terms of 
this research and within Irish traditional music as well as a wider musical and cultural 
context.  As Chapter One of this thesis situated myself within the context of this research, this 
chapter sought to do the same for the cello.  Therefore, I have presented a brief account of the 
origin of the cello as well as its involvement within the traditions of Scottish traditional and 
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American folk music.  I then turned my attention to the main focus of this research which is 
the cello within Irish traditional music.  This section began by citing instances of the cello’s 
appearance within Irish musical history beginning in the 1700s.  This focused mainly on the 
cello’s use within Western Art music in Dublin as there is very little writing on the cello 
being used outside of this style of music, other than a few mentions.  Then, I began to posit 
reasons as to why I believe the cello has not been included within the tradition. 
  
 Referencing the works of scholars such as White (1998), Dowling (2014), Hutchinson 
(1987; 1994), and others, I have concluded that Irish cultural nationalism is a major 
contributing factor as to why the cello is not included within the idiom of Irish traditional 
music.  The cello’s long-standing presence within Western Art music, and thus its connection 
with the European continent and Britain, seemed to have doomed the instrument’s use in Irish 
traditional music as the majority of Irish nationalists turned toward the regeneration and 
preservation of its own native music.  However, this does not account for the inclusion of the 
violin, or fiddle, within Irish traditional music.  Therefore, I have also posited that the 
ergonomic differences between the two instruments could also account for why the cello was 
not included within the Irish music tradition but the fiddle was accepted.  The size of the cello 
made it more difficult to carry the instrument long distances to perform as opposed to the 
fiddle and many of the other instruments included within the tradition, which are more 
practical to carry from town to town and dance music was perhaps easier to play on it. 
  
The cello is slowly becoming more frequently seen within Irish traditional music, 
perhaps due to the use of it within prolific Irish bands such as Cran (1995) and De Dannan 
(1987).  These bands created a foundation for future cellists to draw from as they seek to 
enter the Irish music tradition.  There are now a few cellists that I have noted within this 
chapter, such as myself, Sharon Howley, and Sean Warren, who have expanded upon the 
work of Neil Martin and Caroline Lavelle, and are adding their own creative spin on the 
cello’s role within Irish traditional music. 
  
This led me to the final section of this chapter which investigated the challenge of 
authenticity.  Referring to the work of Bendix (1997), Fleming (2004), Vallely (1999; 2009) 
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and others, I investigate the possibility of creating an Irish traditional style of cello playing 
which can be incorporated into the tradition, similarly to the way the Greek bouzouki was 
added into the tradition.  However, I posit that organisations which have the power to modify 
what is viewed as traditional, such as Comhaltas Ceoltóirí Éireann, can have a profound 
influence on this process.  Through my creative practice, demonstrated through the 
performances presented alongside this thesis, I am drawing together different elements of 
cello playing in order to establish a style of playing suited to Irish traditional music.  The next 
chapter will combine contextual information from this chapter with my personal experiences 
documented in chapter one, as well as other ethnographic data, to examine the entity known 
as Thebrowncello. 
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Chapter Three 
Identifying Thebrowncello 
 
Introduction 
 
 This chapter will examine and investigate the relationship that exists between myself 
and my cello.  The title that I have given this relationship is, ‘Thebrowncello’.  This chapter 
will draw from the personal narrative presented in Chapter One as well as answering 
questions that I present to myself in order to investigate the creation of Thebrowncello.  
Clandinin and Connelly (1990) posit that data collection for narrative inquiry can be done in 
multiple ways, including field notes of shared experience, interview transcripts, 
autobiographical writing, and more (Clandinin & Connelly 1990, p. 5).  This chapter has a 
combination of these different data collection methods.  Autobiographical data and field 
notes of shared experience focus on the creation of Thebrowncello and how the playing style  
developed due to the influence of three prolific cellists; Natalie Haas, Rushad Eggleston and 
Neil Martin.  Ethnographic interviews with these cellists provides insight into their 
background and the development of their unique playing styles, finding commonalities that 
resonate with myself, which also affect the continuing development of Thebrowncello.  This 
chapter is presented as a narrative, not in the traditional sense containing a plot or the 
intention of evoking reactions (Ellis 2004, p. xix; Bartleet 2009, p. 716), but as a timeline of 
the development of the symbiotic relationship between myself and my cello.  I believe that 
the realisation and examination of Thebrowncello is important to this research because, as 
Burrows (1987) writes, 
“…instruments are a comment on the relation of the performer’s body to his or 
her living space: they raise questions about the interaction of skin-in with skin-
out, and about the control of spaces around and between us” (Burrows 1987, p. 
117). 
As I will explore throughout this chapter, Thebrowncello is not only a comment on the 
interaction between myself and the cello, but also on the factors which have helped to 
influence and develop this entity. 
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What is Thebrowncello? 
 
 Thebrowncello’s name was created when I was setting up an email account in March 
of 2007.  As my last name is Brown and I play the cello, and the cello is brown, I thought it 
would be an interesting screen name.  Until the first year of this Ph.D. I had not associated it 
with anything else other than my personal email address. After this, however, I began to find 
meaning in the term.  In the personal narrative presented at the beginning of this thesis, which 
was written during the first year of this doctoral program, I wrote that, 
 “playing the cello allowed me to bring my past experiences as a classical cellist 
into this world of Irish traditional music, strengthening the bond between myself 
and my cello” (see Chapter One) 
This is when I began to realise that there was a strong relationship between my instrument, 
whom I had already named Brünhilda, and myself.  Thebrowncello also exists when I play on 
other celli as it is not specific to my own.  However, its full potential is only brought out 
when playing with Brünhilda as she is the instrument with which I am most familiar. 
 
 Through conversations with my colleague RAS Michael Courtney21, who will now be 
referred to as RAS Mikey for the remainder of this chapter, and Dr. Tamara Ashley22 who led 
a week of somatic practice classes with us during our first year of Ph. D. study, I began to 
closely examine this bond that I have with my instrument.  The first noticeable thing was that 
I named my cello (Brünhilda) and started referring to it as her23.  I would further personify 
her by mentioning her moods.  For instance, whether or not a practice session would go well 
would result from her being angry with me or not.  Another thing that I noticed when 
examining this bond was the physicality of our relationship.  Her saddle rests on my chest 
very close to my heart while my legs hold her steady and upright through the motions of our 
performance.  Furthering on this, whenever she makes a sound it resonates throughout my 
body from these three points of contact.  Until I realised what was happening, I was unaware 
                                                     
21 RAS Michael Courtney is my colleague who started the Arts Practice Ph.D. the same year that I did at the 
University of Limerick.  Therefore, we attended the same classes together during our first year of the 
programme and had many conversations regarding our respective research. 
22 Dr. Tamara Ashley is a Senior Lecturer in Dance at the University of Bedfordshire who led somatic practice 
classes with RAS Mikey and myself during the Summer term of our first year of the Arts Practice Ph.D. 
23 The gendering of the instrument is significant, but beyond the scope of this thesis I felt more comfortable 
having the cello be a woman. 
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of the vibrations and the resonance of the instrument, and the way they felt going through me.  
This is also described in Tod Machover’s autobiographic experience of playing the cello 
when he says,  
“Yet I can feel the instrument vibrate from head to foot as I draw my bow across 
its strings, a throbbing through my chest, a buzzing through my legs and feet, a 
tingling to my fingertips” (Machover 2011, p. 14-15).  
These are all of the contact points that we make with the instrument.  What the cello receives 
from me is the ability to produce these vibrations and sound, thus completing the symbiotic 
nature of our relationship.  Musical sound from the instrument is only created when I pluck 
the strings or draw the bow across them.  Therefore, I am not Thebrowncello and neither is 
my cello, it is only when we are together that we complete the musical entity.  This is best 
described by Burrows (1987) as he states that, 
“Like the human body, the body of an instrument is a fixity that is all about 
potential movement, in this case the movement is sound waves; only – and this 
constitutes a recommendation for anyone who needs a surrogate lover who is no 
more than an extension of him – or herself – the movements of an instrument are 
purely reactive” (Burrows 1987, p. 119). 
 
However, while I do agree that Brünhilda is an extension of myself and that her 
movements are reactive, I also perceive her to have a mind of her own.  For example, some 
days I could play a passage and have a beautiful, rich tone.  Then, if I were to play the same 
passage later that day it could sound completely different.  Obviously, this can be attributed 
to different factors such as the environment or a slight change in my posture.  However, I 
prefer to believe that she has a mind of her own and reacts differently based on her mood.  By 
enhancing my somaesthetic awareness and body mindfulness through both the personal 
narrative written in Chapter One of this thesis as well as reflexive writing after practice 
sessions, Thebrowncello was created.  Thebrowncello is not only a physical entity which 
occurs when my body is joined with Brünhilda, however, it is also a sonic entity as the sound 
created by Thebrowncello is unique to this engagement.  Burrows (1987) compares the art of 
making music to that of ventriloquism saying that, “the maneuver is not simply one of 
concealment and transformation but involves splitting the performer’s personality and 
displacing part of it onto an alter ego that acts as a foil, not a clone” (Burrows 1987, p. 123). 
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How was the playing style of Thebrowncello developed? 
 
 The musical playing style of Thebrowncello is a compounded mixture of playing 
styles and techniques from many different musicians.  However, for this chapter I will focus 
on three primary cellists essential to the development of Thebrowncello’s playing style within 
the idiom of Irish traditional music.  The three main influences on this playing style are 
cellists who have experienced the world of Western art music, but who have also stepped 
outside of that genre and innovated in their own traditions.  These three are Rushad 
Eggleston, Natalie Haas and Neil Martin.  The playing style of Thebrowncello is not limited 
to Irish traditional music but spans through multiple genres and styles of music.  However, 
the primary focus of this research is within the context of Irish traditional music.  Therefore, 
other genres will not be examined in this chapter unless they are central to the three cellists I 
am highlighting. 
 
Natalie Haas 
 
Natalie Haas has possibly had the most direct influence on the playing style of 
Thebrowncello within Irish traditional music.  Natalie began studying classical music on the 
cello, however, she was also introduced to bluegrass and Scottish music when she was eleven 
at the Valley of the Moon fiddle camp in California.  After going to this camp every summer 
for a number of years, Natalie met Scottish fiddler Alasdair Fraser and began to emulate his 
playing style on the cello as well as playing bass lines from old Scottish music collections 
(April 2016).  It was also during her time at the camps where she received a lesson on 
chopping from Rushad Eggleston who was only visiting the camp for a day.  Chopping will 
be discussed in detail further in this section.  This, combined with time spent with Darol 
Anger24 at the camp, opened Natalie’s eyes to rhythmic accompaniment on the cello (April 
2016).  When I asked her about the development of her style of accompaniment involving 
Darol and Rushad, she responded, 
                                                     
24 Darol Anger, “has helped drive the evolution of the contemporary string band through his founding of 
numerous pathbreaking ensembles such as his Republic Of Strings, the Turtle Island String Quartet, the David 
Grisman Quintet, Montreux, the Duo, and numerous other ensembles. Since 1977 he has recorded and produced. 
He is an Associate Professor at the Berklee School of Music” (Anger 2013). 
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“(a) major influence would also be Darol Angor because he’s the one who 
invented this style of chopping that I’m doing now which is more accompaniment 
based.  The guy who invented chopping, Richard Greene, his style is more 
melodic.  So Darol is really the one who pioneered this sort of accompaniment 
technique.  And it hadn’t really been done in Celtic music at the time that I was 
starting to do it.  And so I had to sort of figure out which patterns worked well for 
reels and stuff.  And it was just that chopping was really starting to get…to start to 
be popular when I was doing it so he was…I didn’t actually learn directly from 
him, but I definitely absorbed a lot of what he was doing just through the fiddle 
camp scene and watching other, mostly fiddle players, do it.  I did have one lesson 
from or two lessons from Rushad (Eggleston), so that he was also a big influence.  
Although, it’s funny because we had, we both learned that technique from Darol, 
Rushad maybe more directly, but we don’t sound that similar.  Our playing styles 
are actually very different” (April 2016). 
 
 Natalie spent her time divided between attending the Julliard School for studying 
classical music and performing gigs of Scottish traditional music with Alasdair Fraser on the 
weekends.  After graduating from Julliard, she decided to leave classical music for a time and 
continue to explore the world of traditional music (April 2016). 
 
Working with Natalie 
 
 I had been aware of Natalie Haas’ cello playing since the late 2000s.  I cannot recall 
when I first heard her album with Alasdair Fraser, Fire and Grace (2004), but I remember 
purchasing it and having it playing on repeat in my car for months.  However, I never tried to 
play the cello like Natalie until my second year in the MA of Irish Traditional Music 
Performance in Limerick.  It was at this time that I would have the opportunity to meet 
Natalie and study under her for two days in 2012.  This is when the primary rhythmic 
accompaniment style of Thebrowncello was born.  It was in these two days when Natalie 
worked with me on a percussive rhythmic technique called a “chop”. 
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Laura Risk describes the chop as, 
“…a percussive technique specific to bowed string instruments. It consists of first 
dropping the bow vertically onto the strings to make a crunchy, percussive noise 
and then picking it up off the strings with a forward motion to make another 
sound. This latter sound is pitched, though in practice it is possible to play it 
without pitch by muting the strings with the left hand. The chop is always played 
at the frog, or the lower end, of the bow. The sound of the chop echoes percussive 
techniques on other instruments and, in fact, chopping began as a violin imitation 
of the muted backbeat hits commonly used by bluegrass mandolin players as an 
accompaniment technique” (Risk n.d.) 
This technique, invented by fiddle player Richard Greene25 in 1966, allows me to emulate the 
plectrum strokes of a guitar or bouzouki and instil a driving rhythm into the accompaniment 
of the melodies of Irish traditional music (Greene n.d.; Risk n.d.).  
Chopping is an important technique for the rhythmic 
accompaniment of tunes on the cello.  Its utilisation allows for a 
percussive rhythmic technique to be brought into the music which 
emulates the off-beat rhythms that many guitar players utilise when 
backing tunes in an Irish traditional music session, which is similar to its function in 
bluegrass music.  There is no official notation for chopping, but an understood method of 
notating chopping is by replacing a standard note-head with an “x” note-head as shown in 
figure 12.  
 
 Natalie’s primary form of teaching me how to chop was through oral transmission.  
She would demonstrate the technique for me on her cello and I would attempt to emulate the 
technique and the rhythm after her.  This is a common way of transferring information, 
whether it is a tune or a technique, in Irish traditional music as the tradition is primarily an 
oral tradition (Keegan 2012, p. 26).  I first experienced this form of transmission as a primary 
method of teaching Irish music in my first year of the MA Irish traditional music on the flute 
                                                     
25 “Richard Greene, “one of the world’s most innovative and influential fiddle players of all time,” grew up in 
Los Angeles and studied classical music until his encounter with the pyrotechnic fiddling of Scotty Stoneman; 
from then on Richard was a fiddler.  He first attained prominence with Bill Monroe and the Bluegrass Boys in 
1966 as one of Monroe’s most “northern” band members; it was during this time that he perfected his invention 
of the ‘chop’, a rhythmic/melodic bowing technique now universally employed throughout the world of 
fiddling” (Green n.d.). 
Figure 12: Normal crotchet-
length note (Left), Chopped 
Crotchet notated with an "x" 
note-head (Right) 
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when, in master classes, a visiting tutor would teach a tune one phrase at a time to those of us 
in the class.  Then, we would put the phrases together to form the tune.  This is noted by 
Smith (2001) when she writes, 
“Learning by observation and imitation is, of course, a hallmark of all traditional 
transmission, but it also an important course of initiation into traditional music 
culture” (Smith 2001, p. 111) 
Thus, this method, or mode of transmission, also supports my journey and the cello’s journey 
into the tradition as Thebrowncello learned this technique to further our role within it.  
Unfortunately, my account of those two days spent with Natalie is primarily drawn from 
memory fragments as the recordings I took of the days were mistakenly erased from my 
primary recording device. 
 
Since my first experience of working with Natalie Haas, I have pushed my chopping 
and accompaniment techniques in a different direction, one which I can say is unique to my 
own playing style.  However, this would not have been possible without the tutelage of 
Natalie and her help in laying a foundation for my understanding of rhythmic and harmonic 
accompaniment on the cello.  Specific examples of how I have utilised chopping within Irish 
traditional music are examined in the next chapter of this thesis in which I demonstrate 
different patterns of chopping utilised for my first Ph.D. performance, Transcending 
Liminality: (Re)Locating Thebrowncello (2015). 
 
 In April of 2016, I was fortunate enough to spend some more time with Natalie when 
she visited the University of Limerick to teach another cellist on the Irish traditional music 
MA programme.  My first encounter with her playing in this year was when she performed at 
a lunchtime concert with Alasdair Fraser.  Watching her throughout the performance, I 
noticed that she was hardly doing any chopping at all, but she was filling the room with 
accompaniment sounds that I had never heard before.  Watching her bow and her left hand, I 
realised that she was utilising the entire cello and not just the lower two strings of the 
instrument, which is what I would revert to when accompanying musicians in a traditional 
session context.  Natalie moved around the cello seemingly effortlessly, combining drones 
with light rhythmic motifs and following the melody of what Alasdair was playing as well.  
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Granted, I understand that this was in the context of a performance and, therefore, the 
material was arranged, but I had not witnessed such an effortless mastery of the instrument 
before. 
 
 My time working with her in 2016 consisted of her showing me different ways of 
accompanying with the bow without chopping nearly as much as I would normally.  This was 
ironic since she was the person who taught me how to chop.  She worked with me on creating 
countermelodies and utilising motifs from the melody of tunes in order to create a layer of 
sound which utilises the entire instrument and changes the colours behind the original melody 
of the tune.  This is addressing a different area of accompaniment that not only utilises the 
rhythmic aspect of the tunes, but that follows the contour as well.  Vallely (2011) writes that, 
“the key elements of Irish traditional music are melody and rhythm” and that, 
“Accompaniment may closely follow the detail of the tune – such as the interplay 
of two fiddles, one of which uses the lower octave (bassing) or double-stop 
droning.  It may chordally follow the sketch or contour to the tune (as in typical 
keyboard, guitar or bouzouki accompaniment) or may enunciate the rhythm of the 
tune – as in bodhrán or snare accompaniment” (Vallely 2011, pp. 1-2) 
Natalie worked with me on how to bring all of these elements of accompaniment to the music 
onto the cello in a similar way to how she accompanied Fraser at the previously mentioned 
concert.  Unfortunately, I do not have any examples of this style of accompaniment recorded 
from my time with her because I forgot to switch on my recorder until the interview, but an 
example of this style is shown throughout the video entitled Alasdair Fraser and Natalie 
Haas playing “Grand Etang / Hull’s Reel” live on BBC Radio Scotland (Fraser & Haas 
2017).  Throughout this video Natalie Haas creates many contrapuntal lines that follow the 
tune that Alasdair Fraser is playing which can be seen in figure 13.  At 1:45 in this video her 
playing becomes more focused on rhythmic and harmonic accompaniment.  However, this 
does not include chopping; it just creates a driving rhythm by emphasising certain beats with 
her bow. 
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Figure 13 - Transcription from the video Alasdair Fraser and Natalie Haas playing "Grand Etang / Hull's Reel" live on BBC 
Radio Scotland 0:13-0:52 
 
 This is how Natalie Haas has helped to develop the playing style of Thebrowncello.  
In 2012, she introduced us to the chopping technique which allowed for a percussive and 
rhythmic method of accompanying traditional music.  I was fortunate enough to have another 
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class with her in 2016 and she helped me to develop ideas around the creation of contrapuntal 
lines that would draw small motifs from tunes that were being played as an alternative 
method of accompanying tunes.  This latest session with her would set me up for my next 
encounter that year which was with Rushad Eggleston, which will be examined in the next 
section of this chapter. 
 
Rushad Eggleston 
 
 Rushad Eggleston’s playing is out of this world, quite literally.  When I asked him 
how he would classify his style of playing he described it as, 
“Sneth.  My own style.  S-n-e-t-h.  The land of Sneth.  Outer-space, 
interdimensional, intergalactic, infinite, always exploring, pioneering, seeking 
unknown lands, having goals which don’t exist but are only felt somehow.  You 
know what I mean?  That’s how I describe my mission on the cello right now I 
guess” (October 2016) 
A less abstract description of his playing style would be to say that Rushad is a percussive, 
rhythmic cellist.  Rushad uses many contemporary techniques on the cello, including chops 
and bow bounces, which were not used on the cello before he brought them to the 
instrument26.  His incorporation of these techniques stemmed from when he learned to play 
Irish, Romanian, and bluegrass tunes on the cello while simultaneously “getting serious into 
the classical stuff” (October 2016).  Eventually these paths collided when his teacher pointed 
him toward the direction of Appalachia Waltz, which is a folk music album from classical 
cellist Yo-Yo Ma, Mark O’Connor, and Edgar Meyer.  This was the album that showed 
Rushad that it was possible for the cello to be played in this context, “when you’re looking 
for something else and you don’t know what it is” (October 2016). 
 
 I do not address Yo-Yo Ma as an influential cellist on my playing in this research.  I 
consider him to be an extremely virtuosic classical musician who occasionally ventures into 
other realms of music, but who never really washes himself of the “classical sound” in my 
                                                     
26 Rushad did not invent chopping, however, he was the person who pioneered the use of this technique on the 
cello. 
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opinion.  Rushad also discusses this when he talks about classical musicians visiting the 
many folk camps that he teaches at, stating, 
“…if you only had people that were playing classical, classical, classical, 
classical, not part of that tradition, and then…late coming over into traditional 
music, they will always sound stiff for a while until they get soaked in the milk of 
the tradition.  You know?  They’re like a really super crusty hard bread that needs 
a good long soak before it becomes able to mix in to the pudding…or whatever” 
(October 2016). 
In my opinion this is the sound that Yo-Yo Ma has not removed from playing style.  Again, I 
think that he is an amazing musician and his technical abilities are unparalleled, but his sound 
does not appeal to me.  However, I believe that removing the classical sound from one’s 
playing style is highly significant when playing traditional music. 
 
 Rushad learned how to chop on the cello through listening to the playing of Darol 
Anger, who is widely associated with furthering this percussive technique on the fiddle from 
the originator Richard Greene.  This technique, which was examined briefly earlier in this 
chapter, was the gateway that allowed Rushad to become the rhythmic percussive cellist that 
he is today.  Utilising his knowledge of playing tunes on the cello combined with the 
percussive chop technique, Rushad “singlehandedly invented bluegrass cello and spawned a 
huge revival of cello in roots music” (Eggleston n.d.).  In order to do this Rushad had to 
“wash off the classical sound” that he learned from his classical music studies (October 
2016).  He claims that classical music is based on tone over rhythm.  In order to get a good 
tone from a note you have to stretch the time or make a shift on the instrument, whereas in 
traditional music he says that, “you can be a little bit out of tune and it’s alright or have a note 
that’s ponticello27 and you didn’t mean it to or sul tasto28 or whatever but the rhythm has still 
got to be there” (October 2016). 
                                                     
27 "The direction sul ponticello means ‘play with the bow as close as possible to the bridge’ to produce a special 
‘metallic’ tone-quality” (Oxford Dictionary of Music n.d.). 
28 “Direction to the player of vn., etc., to take the bow over the fingerboard, giving a rich, mellow sound” 
(Oxford Dictionary of Music n.d.) 
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 What I believe Rushad to mean by this is that one cannot sound traditional while 
maintaining the tone and rhythmic rigidity found in classical music.  Vallely (2011), referring 
to style in traditional music, states that, 
 “Style is the element which makes music distinctive.  It relates to the 
idiosyncrasies of the individual person playing, to the region where they learned 
and to the genre and era in which their playing is situated” (Vallely 2011, p. 669) 
and, 
“Style involves the nature of the sound which is generated on the instrument – its 
richness or fineness, timbre and volume” (Vallely 2011, p. 669). 
Keegan (2010) details this further when examining stylistic parameters in Irish traditional 
music, saying that “[tone] is the quality of the sound produced (and the variety of qualities) 
by a particular instrument” (Keegan 2010, p. 84).  As Vallely (2011) also states traditional 
music “has a distinctive ‘sound’ that resonates even with listeners just beginning to 
appreciate its nuance” (Vallely 2011, p. 670).  It is difficult to pin-down the ‘sound’ 
differences between classical music and Irish traditional music other than to reiterate 
Rushad’s point that classical music is based around tone over rhythm.  It has been my 
experience that when learning classical cello, a huge amount of technique was based around 
finding the right tone.  As the Irish tradition is primarily a dance music tradition, rhythm 
could be viewed as one of the central defining characteristics (Fairbairn 1994). 
 
 In the narrative presented in Chapter One of this thesis, I wrote about my search for a 
new musical home.  Therefore, Rushad’s comments about needing to wash off the “classical 
sound” really resonate with me and my journey to find this home.  In the next section, I will 
address this in more detail, but I think it’s important to highlight this quest for discovery.  For 
Rushad, it was about developing “Sneth”, his style of playing which, in my opinion, 
transcends categorization.  In the interview he explained that, 
“I like the idea of having a new thing…like...straight bluegrass…while I did and 
do enjoy playing it sometimes, it seemed illogical for me like…a kind of like a 
free-spirited dude from California…to be all about bluegrass with my life.  It just 
doesn’t seem right and it started to seem weird after a while when I was on a 
plane and people would ask me, “oh what do you do, what sort of music do you 
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play?” and then I realised that I am spending all of my time representing 
bluegrass and like…old music from this one zone of America…out of all of the 
music in the world and all the music I hadn’t created yet or had.  You know what I 
mean? That’s just not right for me” (October 2016) 
This resonates with my experience of trying to find a new musical home.  As a person raised 
in Arkansas on many different types of music, I did not want to be known as a classical 
cellist.  I had no idea what sort of cellist I wanted to be until I discovered the possibilities of 
playing Irish traditional music on the cello.  It seems that many cellists, including Rushad and 
Natalie, go through this phase of looking for something beyond the music we started learning 
originally.  Rushad wanted to look beyond bluegrass, Natalie Haas and I wanted to go beyond 
classical music.  This is not to say that we do not embrace our classical training, only that 
there was something more we needed to strive toward.  
 
Washing Off the ‘Classical’ Sound 
 As I said earlier, I have had the same experience as Rushad when it comes to 
“washing off the classical sound.”  I began my journey on the cello through classical music, 
similar to Rushad, however, I did not attempt to play in other musical styles on the cello until 
my move to Ireland in 2010.  This made it difficult for me to create a sound on the instrument 
that did not sound stylistically classical.  For instance, when playing tunes on the cello, I 
found it difficult to remove vibrato when sustaining long notes in tunes, especially slow airs, 
and to grasp ornamentation utilised throughout Irish traditional music.  However, after fully 
immersing myself in the music, it was easier for me to detect the nuances and techniques that 
I was missing within the tunes.  Bowing had a huge influence on my playing of traditional 
music because in classical music bowing is normally written out by the composer, and/or 
changed by the leader of the section in an orchestral setting, or in the case of solo and 
chamber music interpreted by the performer(s).  My experience with classical bowing was 
dictated to me through numerous teachers who suggested alternative bowings or section 
leaders who changed bowing for ease of the section.  However, as I address in the next 
chapter of this thesis, bowing in Irish traditional music, is different and can be freely chosen 
by the performer.  I also address ornamentation as it relates to my practice in the next chapter. 
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Although I had not had the chance to meet with Rushad until 2016, he has strongly 
influenced my playing simply by experimenting with rhythm and tunes on the cello through a 
number of videos and recordings that he has been featured on, such as: Rushad – C Funk 
(Eggleston 2011), Rushad: You get a line and I’ll get a pole, Honey [trad] (acisproductions 
2012), and Suite for Solo Cello – Rushad Eggleston (Zahller 2013).  Through these videos he 
helped me to realise that there was so much more that I could do on the cello than drones or 
countermelodies.  As he continues to develop new rhythmic techniques and advance on 
techniques that he has perfected, I continue to learn how to incorporate them into my own 
practice, not only in the genre of Irish traditional music, but into all genres in which I use the 
cello.  The final chapter of this thesis will briefly look at other genres of music in which I 
utilise these techniques. 
 
 In the previous section of this chapter I wrote that Natalie Haas showed me the basics 
of how to chop on the cello.  Rushad Eggleston was the one who, through the watching of his 
videos, inspired me to take that further and teach myself how to perform what I call the 
“upward triplet chop”.  I have described this technique as, 
“The main elements of the technique are similar to the basic chop, but the bow is 
drawn up the string toward the fingerboard.  This technique utilises the natural 
bounce of the bow that most string players are familiar with that exists at the tip of 
the bow when performing a ricochet technique, but this harnesses that near the 
frog.  In doing so, this will create three articulated chops that are approximately 
three semi-quavers in length.” (Brown 2016) 
Rushad utilises this technique frequently in his music.  A clear 
example of this is in the video mentioned earlier, Rushad – C 
Funk, where he uses it often from 0:03 (Eggleston, 2011).  Official 
written notation for this technique does not exist, however I have 
provided an example of how I perceive this technique should be 
written in figure 14 as I will be using it in the next chapter of this 
thesis.  In this figure the three chops have the value of a semiquaver triplet.  I have written a 
slur over the notes to indicate that the chops occur in the same bow motion.  I have also 
written an “up bow” marking above the first note to indicate that the bow is to be drawn up 
Figure 14: Upward triplet chop 
notation 
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the fingerboard and not downward 
like a basic chop.  Figure 15 shows a 
transcription of this technique used in 
the first measure of the video, Rushad 
– C Funk.  In the next chapter of this 
thesis I examine my use of this technique when accompanying Irish traditional music. 
 Rushad continually innovates techniques for the cello.  The upward triplet chop, 
which I just discussed, is only one example.  The next chapter will examine a similar 
technique which I have named the “downward triplet chop”.  Chapter Five will investigate 
another technique Rushad is pioneering called “bow bounces”, which he taught me in 
October 2016.  Learning these techniques from his playing and incorporating them into my 
repertoire helps me to continually broaden the possibilities of what the cello is capable of in 
Irish traditional music, as well as in other musical styles.  This heavily affects Thebrowncello 
as it gives us a constant source of inspiration to innovate within our own musical tradition. 
 
Similar to the narrative I presented in the first chapter of this thesis where I posited 
that my musical style is also a product of my lived experiences, Rushad’s playing is also a 
direct product of his lived experiences, which is the very nature of practiced-based research.  
When talking about his influences over the years Rushad says,  
“I feel like people get influenced by a lot of stuff that they would never credit 
being influenced by because your subconscious stores a lot of stuff.  Maybe 
infinite amounts of materials…so everything you hear on the radio or everything 
you hear at your friend’s house or when you’re in the shopping mall or 
whatever…all those rhythms and harmonies and melodies and chords and all the 
elements of that music are like…they’re still going through your ears and into 
your subconscious whether or not you know it” (October 2016).  
This resonates a lot with my playing as well.  Referring to my narrative at the beginning of 
this thesis I state that, “my style of playing Irish music on the cello is due to a unique 
amalgamation of my lived experiences as a classical cellist and an Irish musician” (see 
Chapter One).  However, Rushad had helped me to realise that all the music I have ever 
ingested through the years has shaped my playing as I am constantly storing an infinite 
amount of material in my subconscious.  I believe that Gaston (1963) affirms this by saying, 
Figure 15 - Transcription of 0:02-0:04 of Rushad - C-Funk (Eggleston 
2011) 
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“To each musical experience is brought the sum of an individual’s attitudes, 
beliefs, prejudices, conditionings in terms of time and place in which he has lived.  
To each response, also, he brings his own systems, with their distinctive attributes.  
He brings, in all of this, his total entity as a unique individual” (Gaston 1963, p. 
62) 
 
Neil Martin 
  
Neil Martin is a multi-instrumentalist who is rooted in both the classical music and 
Irish traditional music genres.  His primary instruments are both the cello and the uilleann 
pipes.  Martin’s influence on Thebrowncello revolves less around the technical aspects of 
playing traditional music on the cello and more around fusing the two styles of music 
together.  He says that learning the cello from age six was,  
“such a fortuitous thing in my life.  It gave me a sense of the foundation of basic 
harmony…how harmony works, and of course that, fundamentally, is the kind of 
role – well at least that’s how I’ve used the cello in a lot of dance music – is 
underpinning harmony and countermelody and so on” (November 2016). 
Then, he started playing the tin whistle and uilleann pipes a few years later.  Having a solid 
grounding in these two disciplines, Martin began to experiment by playing Irish traditional 
music on the cello and classical music on the uilleann pipes (November 2016).  However, it 
was in the Irish traditional band Cran in the mid 1980s where Neil combined both of these 
instruments (November 2016).  When I asked him about this experience, he responded by 
saying, 
“But I always found that one fed into the other and they both kind of helped each 
other, you know?  And to have that appreciation of the two music forms…I think, 
for me, enhanced both in my kind of musical experience.  Knowing about the 
other, knowing about traditional music really helped in certain ways in classical 
music and certainly knowing about classical music enhanced your, for example 
the ability to go through manuscripts and find tunes and fluently read music that 
actually maybe had never been recorded before.  It opened up that world and 
enriched that world and then playing in bands, and doing albums and all of that, 
your knowledge of harmony that you had gleamed through classical music made it 
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much easier to arrange and then eventually compose and orchestrate on a 
symphonic scale, but it made it much easier to think in terms of harmony and how 
a band would operate” (November 2016) 
Therefore, his knowledge of classical music and how harmonies functioned in classical music 
helped his integration of the cello as part of this Irish traditional band.  My experience also 
resonates with this as I have drawn on my knowledge of music theory such as harmonic 
substitution, to give one example, for the accompaniment of tunes within the tradition.  Neil, 
however, finds it more rewarding to play solo music on the cello within the Irish music 
tradition such as the music of Turlough O’Carolan or slow airs29 (November 2016), whereas I 
find enjoyment playing the dance tunes of the tradition. 
 
 I was fortunate enough to have a masterclass with Neil Martin during my second year 
of the MA in Irish traditional music in November of 2011.  My memory of my classes with 
him resonates with his sentiment of using the cello for slow airs and not as much with dance 
music within the tradition.  While I do agree that the use of the cello within these slower Irish 
tunes is a wonderful thing and the mellow sounds of the instrument combined with lush 
vibrato is a lovely addition to many slow airs, I also felt that the cello was capable of 
something more.  At the time of this masterclass I disregarded Neil’s tutelage on performing 
slow airs and continued on my path of developing my style of accompaniment which focused 
on more rhythmically driven techniques, such as chopping in dance music.  However, looking 
back on this class after transcribing this interview with Neil Martin I realise that he helped me 
to polish the melodic style of playing tunes on the cello in a very indirect way. 
 
 Neil Martin drew on his knowledge of playing Irish traditional music on the uilleann 
pipes to inform his playing of melodies on the cello, specifically through his incorporation of 
unique ornamentation on the cello which emulates the sound of the ornamentation on the 
uilleann pipes.  An example of this can be heard at 0:21 of the video Neil Martin – Cello Solo 
- Bernadette Delvin McAliskey Lecture 2016 where he performs a slow air with this unique 
ornamentation (Field Day 2016).  Neil also drew this out of me during the master class, 
although I did not realise it until transcribing this interview.  Some of the ornamentation and 
                                                     
29 “A piece of music in various metres, but generally adhering strictly to none, the slow air is an ‘open-ended’ 
melodic formula which has great similarity to the performance of sean-nós song” (Vallely 2011) 
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phrasing I utilise when I play Irish traditional melodies are informed by my years of playing 
Irish traditional flute, which is how I started my journey into Irish traditional music.  These 
would not have been direct translations of my flute ornamentation and phrasing into my cello 
playing, but the way that I played melodies on the flute allowed me to bridge the stylistic gap 
that differentiated me from being a classical musician playing Irish melodies on the cello in a 
classical style to me becoming, what might be described as an Irish traditional cellist.   
 
 These are some of the parallels that Neil Martin and I have both made in our journey 
for inclusion within the Irish music tradition.  His recognition within the world of Irish 
traditional music has been growing since the 1980s with Cran, and mine is only just 
beginning.  I believe that Neil and I, however, have been, and still are, forging different paths 
for the cello within Irish traditional music.  Where he finds enjoyment in playing slow airs 
and slow hornpipes on the cello, I find it similarly rewarding accompanying melody 
instruments and playing the melodies of faster dance tunes.  This, however, is okay.  He 
stated that, 
“When I hear a lot of modern traditional music it doesn’t really move me, but I 
still listen to it and admire what they do, but I don’t need to love it.  And, likewise, 
I would like to think that those modern guys with their take, would have the room 
to listen to what, to use that quartet again, to listen to what Liam (O’Flynn) and 
Mícheál (Ó Suilleabhán) and Paddy (Glackin) and myself do, for example.  It’s 
very different to their thing, but it’s no less valid and no less modern either, 
actually” (November 2016). 
 
Playing Style of Thebrowncello 
 
  Earlier in this chapter I discussed the conceptual development of Thebrowncello and 
how this symbiotic relationship between myself and my cello came into being.  Now, I will 
examine a few physical aspects of this relationship, how they were developed, and how they 
are contributing toward what might be termed as an Irish traditional style of cello playing.  
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 When my focus shifted from playing the 
Irish flute to developing cello playing in Irish 
music, I retained much of my classical posture.  
Figure 16 shows this posture after three months 
within the second year of the MA Irish 
Traditional Music Performance.  My right hand is 
bowing the instrument with the standard overhand 
grip while the fingers on my left hand remain 
straight and perpendicular to the fingerboard of 
the cello (Bonta n.d.).  In this figure, I am also 
utilising the endpin in order to allow the cello to 
rest in the centre of my chest while my knees 
secure her from moving side-to-side.  The black 
strap with a square on the end of it is a floor-stop 
which is secured underneath the left chair leg and 
it has a groove which stops the endpin from moving while I am playing.  This was my 
standard playing posture since I began playing the cello, until October 2016 which I will talk 
about shortly.  However, examining this figure, one can see the difficulty of trying to squeeze 
in to an Irish traditional music session with this instrument.  The ergonomics of the 
instrument are not conducive to an easy inclusion of the instrument in a pub, especially if 
there are many musicians present as well (see Chapter Two). 
 The Art of Cello Playing by Louis Potter (1980) states that, 
“The primary concern of the first lessons should be the developing of the proper 
“set” of the body, arms, feet, hands, and fingers in relation to the instrument for 
managing it competently and effectively plus a thorough basic schooling in 
correct habits of left hand and bow management and in pitch and rhythm” (Potter 
1980, p. 11) 
I find this explanation to be a very rigid one.  I do not believe that there is a “proper set” 
position for all parts of the body that all cellists should adhere to.  This is certainly not true if 
one looks at the playing posture of Yo-Yo Ma in comparison to the playing posture of 
Rushad Eggleston, both of whom I regard as virtuosic cellists in their own right.  However, 
although my playing posture has changed, which I will examine further in this section, I 
believe that teaching a general playing posture is a good idea for a beginner student, but that a 
Figure 16: Alec’s playing position while performing at 
the American Ambassador's House in Dublin (2011) 
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cellist should be able to adapt changes to this as they need to, which is not what I was taught 
through my years of formally studying on the cello. 
 
 This, however, is coming to light in modern classical cello study.  Dr. Jamie Fiste30 
has published notes online regarding the “proper sitting position” for cellists which refute 
much of what Potter says.  The first point in Potter’s chapter regarding playing position states 
that, 
“The player sits well forward on a substantial straight chair; preferably a chair 
with the seat on a level with the player’s knees or slightly higher.  The player’s 
back should be straight, the body leaning very slightly forward, the feet drawn 
back on the floor somewhat” (Potter 1980, p. 11) 
Fiste counters this by quoting research conducted in Scotland saying, “sitting at 90 degrees 
can be bad for the back. […] Disk movement was most pronounced with a 90-degree upright 
sitting posture.  It was least pronounced with the 135-degree posture, indicating that less 
strain is placed on the spinal disks and associated muscles and tendons in a more relaxed 
seating position” (Science Daily 2006, cited in Fiste 2011) 
 
 From my experience, holding the cello in the standard classical sitting position can be 
painful for long periods of time.  The “slightly forward” leaning motion becomes painful as 
you engage with the music and, over time, I have developed a slight lump on my chest from 
my years of leaning into the saddle of the instrument.  If I kept the same playing posture and 
position, I am not sure I would be able to continue playing the cello within Irish traditional 
music because of the strain put on the body when playing at faster speeds for long periods of 
time.  This is why my playing position has changed which is what I will examine now. 
 
                                                     
30 Assosicate professor of cello at Central Michigan University. 
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 Revisiting the cellists Neil Martin 
and Natalie Haas, their playing 
positions seem to mostly adhere to the 
standardised classical playing position, 
which is shown in figure 17.  In this 
figure, you can observe that it 
resembles the playing posture that I 
have shown in figure 16.  However, 
upon discovering and engaging with 
media regarding Rushad Eggleston, my 
positions and postures began to evolve. 
 
 I cannot recall exactly what year I decided to 
include a strap on my instrument, but I do know that 
it was because of watching videos of Rushad 
Eggleston on YouTube, such as The Ron Burgundy 
Tribute by Hanneke Cassel, with Rushad Eggleston 
and Brittany Haas (Cassel 2012).  With the strap 
fastened to the cello, I had the ability to stand up 
while playing which is not practical within a 
traditional music context, but it allowed me to be 
mobile when participating in other projects such as 
Sean’s Walk31 or later when I joined Pine Marten32.  
It is difficult to play melodies of traditional music on the cello when utilising the strap 
because of the distance between notes on the fingerboard if a position change is needed.  For 
this to happen the instrument needs to be steady and, unfortunately, when using the strap my 
legs cannot secure the instrument for note accuracy at faster speeds.  It is possible to 
accompany music, however, using chopping techniques that were mentioned earlier and 
through droning and pizzicato.  Figure 18 shows me utilising the strap while performing with 
                                                     
31 Sean’s Walk is a singer-songwriter band based out of Limerick, Ireland consisting of three members: Seán O’Dálaigh 
(voice/guitar), Alec Brown (cello/backing vocals) and Ciarán McLoughlin (piano/backing vocals). 
32 Pine Marten is a Dublin-based progressive bluegrass string band with four members: Paddy Kiernan (5-string 
banjo/vocals), Alec Brown (cello/vocals), Simon Guy (Guitar/Mandolin/Vocals) and Niall Hughes (Bass/guitar/vocals). 
Figure 18: Utilising the strap on the cello while 
performing for Lisa Canny (2014) 
Figure 17: Natalie Haas' (left) and Neil Martin's (right) playing 
positions. 
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singer-songwriter Lisa Canny33.  My role in her band consisted mostly of chopping 
accompaniment. 
 
 For both of the performances 
which will be examined in the next 
two chapters of this thesis, I resorted 
to my normal playing posture with 
the endpin extended and the 
overhand bow hold.  An example of 
this is seen in figure 19 which was 
taken from the first performance, 
Transcending Liminality: 
(Re)Locating Thebrowncello (2015).   
 
However, as I mentioned previously, this playing 
position changed drastically in October 2016 when I had 
the opportunity to meet with Rushad Eggleston and work 
with him for a few hours.  The way that Rushad holds the 
cello and the bow, when seated, is very similar to the way 
that Baroque-era cellists held the cello.  This way of 
holding the cello, described in the previous chapter, 
involves cradling the cello between the legs and using the 
calf muscles to support the weight of the instrument and 
can be seen in figure 20.  The fingers on the left hand are 
no longer perpendicular to the fingerboard, but slanted at a 
downward angle.  I, however, do not slant my hand as it 
would require re-training my muscle memory to account 
for the different playing position.  Finally, the bow is held 
with a unique grip that does not conform to the standard 
                                                     
33 “Born and bred in County Mayo, Ireland, Lisa Canny is a notably talented musician; best known for her enchanting covers 
and captivating live performances ” (Canny n.d.). 
 
Figure 19: Example of standard playing position during Transcending 
Liminality: (Re)Locating Thebrowncello (2015) 
Figure 20: Demonstration of Rushad 
Eggleston's playing posture 
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overhand grip.  This bow hold 
is shown in figure 21.  The 
primary difference with this 
bow hold is that the thumb is 
not squeezing the side of the 
frog of the bow, but it is now 
on the bottom of the frog.  The 
other modification is that the 
pinky-finger is not with the 
rest of the fingers on the far-
side of the stick, but it is on the opposite side which allows it to make up for the lack of 
resistance that the thumb would normally provide in its standard position. 
 
 This is the playing position that I have been using since it was shown to me.  From 
my perspective, this playing position helps to defeat some of the ergonomic difficulties that 
the cello has when joining a traditional music session.  Holding the cello between the legs 
and not using the endpin means that less space is required in front of the cello.  The modified 
bow hold, from my experience thus far, has helped to ease pain that I have experienced in the 
right hand, particularly in the thumb, from accompanying in sessions for two and a half 
hours.  This bow hold has also opened the door for me to experiment with more of Rushad’s 
rhythmic techniques that may not have been available to me with the traditional overhand 
bow hold.  These other techniques will not be examined as part of this thesis, but will be 
addressed in future research as I have not developed them within my own practice yet. 
 
Conclusion 
 
 This chapter describes the development and realisation of Thebrowncello through the 
influence of Natalie Haas, Rushad Eggleston and Neil Martin.  The existence of this 
symbiotic relationship was identified through exercises with Tamara Ashley and RAS Mikey, 
focusing on increasing my somatic awareness.  Through these exercises I began to realise the 
physical and emotional connection that exists between my body and Brünhilda, my cello.  
Figure 21: My demonstration of Rushad Eggleston's bow hold 
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Throughout this chapter I have outlined the influence of three prolific cellists, and my 
encounters with them, on Thebrowncello.   
 
 When I began this journey of incorporating the cello into Irish traditional music, I feel 
that I was a blank canvas.  If I continue with this visual art metaphor, I imagine the blank 
canvas as the foundation of playing classical music on the cello, and rarely branching out into 
other musical styles.  This is similar to the journeys of Natalie, Rushad and Neil as they had a 
basic understanding of classical music and cello technique before embarking on other musical 
styles, albeit much earlier than me.  The brush for this canvas was the knowledge I had of 
Irish traditional music via the whistle and the flute that I learned years before incorporating 
the cello into traditional music. 
 
 Through my experiences of working with Natalie Haas, I grasped a basic 
understanding of how to use the cello in traditional music.  She was able to show me what the 
cello was capable of doing within traditional music from her perspective, which included 
rhythmic and harmonic accompaniment as well as its melodic capabilities.  It was from her 
that I first learned how to chop on the cello, which led me to further explore the possibilities 
of focusing on rhythmic accompaniment.  Thus, Natalie grabbed the brush and made the first 
metaphorical mark on the canvas that was to become Thebrowncello.  Neil Martin followed 
Natalie, but I did not quite understand his contribution to this painting until some years later. 
 
 After working with Natalie, I took up the brush and began to paint Thebrowncello in 
my own way, using the techniques that she showed me as well as referring to videos of 
Rushad Eggleston for guidance.  At this point I imagine the painting to be a post-modern 
interpretation of the musical styles of Natalie Haas and Rushad Eggleston, painted from my 
perspective.  However, after meeting Rushad, the painting and playing style of 
Thebrowncello changed drastically, similar to if Jackson Pollock began to paint over Vincent 
van Gough’s The Starry Night (1889).  Physical and ideological aspects of my playing began 
to change when Rushad took the brush, such as my playing posture and ideas around 
rhythmic accompaniment, going from consistently chopping to creating a steady driving 
rhythm with the bow.  After my experiences of working with Rushad, I believe that he 
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handed the paint brush back to me and gave me the knowledge and abilities I needed to 
repaint the canvas entirely in my own way. 
 
 However, I needed a way to tie this into Irish traditional music as this is the focus of 
my journey.  By interviewing the Irish cellist Neil Martin, I was able to reign in my newly-
discovered rhythmic techniques and ideas and implement them into Irish traditional music.  
Neil recounted his journey of blending classical music with Irish traditional music in a way 
that made him happy, and that resonated with me as my journey is taking a similar path.  
However, my journey is to blend multiple musical styles and techniques to form the basis for 
an Irish traditional style of cello playing which is both accessible to others, and which makes 
me happy.  It is as if Neil instilled in me that it is okay to blend and utilise the technical and 
ideological ideas presented to me by Natalie Haas, Rushad Eggleston, and other musicians I 
have encountered, within Irish traditional music. 
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Chapter Four  
Transcending Liminality: (Re)Locating Thebrowncello 
 
Introduction 
 
 This chapter will examine the process that lead to the realisation and execution of 
Transcending Liminality: (Re)Locating Thebrowncello (2015) which is the first performance 
undertaken as part of this arts practice Ph.D.  It will begin by examining the work that laid the 
foundation for this performance, focusing primarily on the influences and preconceived 
themes behind the performance which were central to its creation, including; Scottish 
traditional music, American old-time and bluegrass music, Irish traditional music, and the 
techniques that were created and incorporated into this performance work.  The second half 
of this chapter will investigate the emergent concept of communitas (Turner 2004) and how it 
helped me engage with and examine my performance practice within the context of this first 
performance. 
 
Section One: Creating Transcending Liminality: (Re)Locating 
Thebrowncello 
 
 Transcending Liminality: (Re)Locating Thebrowncello (2015) was a work that was 
created in order to display the process of moving Thebrowncello from what I believe to be 
the perceived periphery of the Irish music tradition to the perceived centrality of it.  Its 
primary focus was to forge new artistic pathways for the cello within the idiom of Irish 
traditional music, while borrowing techniques utilised in modern Scottish traditional and 
American folk music in order to demonstrate the capabilities of the cello within the tradition.  
Most of the techniques, examined later in this chapter, are based around accompaniment of 
melodies.  Therefore, I structured this performance to be based, mostly, around traditional 
music ensembles in order to showcase what the cello is capable of within Irish traditional 
music.  This section will begin by presenting biographical information on the performers 
featured in this performance.  These brief biographies were written by the performers for the 
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purpose of this thesis and added to this chapter in order to situate them in the realm of 
Scottish, American and Irish traditional music. 
 
The Performers 
 
Conor Crimmins – Flute 
Since becoming a full-time musician in his early twenties, 
Conor has had a varied and interesting career so far.  He plays 
hardcore Trad with session buddy Tara Breen and the next day 
wakes up to make spaced-out sounds for his band Arum.  
Years as a DJ and music addict have woven a taste for 
experimentation into his nature which becomes very clear at 
live shows.  His career as a flute player has seen him play 
alongside Donal Lunny, Mícheál Ó Súilleabháin, John Carty 
and Pádraig Rynne to name a few.  When Conor is not performing, he continues to teach flute 
at the University of Limerick and many Summer schools around Ireland (Crimmins, personal 
email, 2015). 
 
Paddy Kiernan – Five-String Banjo 
Paddy is one of Ireland’s most in-demand banjo 
players and teachers.  He currently plays with 
progressive folk band Pine Marten, Persian/Irish 
crossover band Navá, roots/bluegrass band Lads End, 
and the Niall Toner Band, and gigs regularly 
throughout Ireland and the United Kingdom.  His 
banjo playing has also been featured in the dance world, in works by Fabulous Beast Dance 
Theatre Company and the National Ballet of Ireland.  Constantly pushing boundaries on his 
instrument, Paddy was the first five-string banjo player to graduate from the University of 
Limerick’s MA in Irish Traditional Music Programme.  He also maintains a busy teaching 
schedule, both privately and at Walton’s New School of Music in Dublin city centre 
(Kiernan, personal email, 2015). 
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Tadhg Ó Meachair – Piano and Piano Accordion 
A recent graduate of the Irish World Academy 
at the University of Limerick, Tadhg has 
established himself as a force in the world of 
traditional Irish music. A recent All-Ireland 
piano title win is among the various awards for 
piano, piano accordion and accompaniment 
that have cemented this fact in the minds of the 
traditional music community. As well as extensive tours of the US and Europe with Goitse, 
he has performed on a variety of stages around the world to huge crowds and esteemed 
audiences; from Ireland’s National Concert Hall to Music Crossroads in Zambia and from the 
infamous Festival Interceltique de Lorient to a garden party hosted by Uachtarán an hÉireann, 
the President of Ireland (Ó Meachair, personal email, 2015) 
 
Seán O’Dálaigh – Fiddle and Bodhrán 
Seán O'Dálaigh is a fiddler from Ardnacrusha, Co. 
Clare. Born in Germany to a musical family of 7 he 
moved to Ireland at the age of 3. At a very young 
age he showed interest in learning the fiddle and 
began lessons with Paula McMahon from whom he 
learnt from for the majority of his younger years. 
Sean began studying the BA Irish Music and Dance 
in UL in 2010 and graduated with a first class 
honours degree in 2014. During his time in UL he 
studied under his first area tutor, Siobhán Peoples, 
as well as many other fiddle players including Tola Custy, John Carty, Niamh Dunne, Aidan 
O' Donnell and many more (O’Dalaigh, personal email, 2015) 
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Conal O’Kane – Fiddle and Guitar 
Conal O’Kane is a guitar player from Philadelphia. He 
moved to Ireland to do the BA in Irish Music and Dance at 
the University of Limerick, and later the MA in Irish 
Traditional Music Performance. He tours the world with the 
band Goitse, as well as teaching guitar at the Irish World 
Academy of Music and Dance (O’Kane, personal email, 
2015). 
 
 
Section Two: Preconceived Themes Behind the Performance 
 
As I mentioned previously, this performance was devised to forge potentially new 
artistic pathways for the cello within Irish traditional music via the acquisition of techniques 
from Scottish traditional music and American traditional music.  Therefore, there are key 
themes that I wanted to centre the performance around in order to characterise this journey 
into tradition; Scottish traditional music, American traditional music, specifically bluegrass 
and old-time music, and Irish traditional music.  Within these three key themes of the 
performance reside different technical aspects of cello playing which are also highlighted in 
this performance in order to assist the creation of an Irish traditional style of cello playing.  
Accompaniment techniques throughout this performance were influenced primarily by 
Scottish traditional music and American music.  Melodic techniques are primarily utilised 
under the influence of Irish traditional music.  Throughout the rest of this chapter, I will be 
referencing tunes that were played throughout this performance.  The full setlist for this 
performance is in Appendix I. 
 
 The inclusion of certain contemporary techniques that I have learned as well as 
techniques that I have created from my own work in the practice studio is also an important 
theme that will be discussed in this section.  These are some of the techniques, which may 
grow to include others that I might create and discover after the completion of this thesis, that 
may contribute to an Irish traditional style of cello playing. Some of these techniques which 
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were examined in the previous chapter will be investigated in more detail and given context 
in not only this performance, but more broadly within the context of Irish traditional music.  I 
believe that the documentation of these key themes is important to note as I approach this 
performance not only as a researcher, but also as a performer.  Nimkulrat (2007) speaks of 
this importance within her research stating, 
“In my research, I am not only a researcher but a practitioner who investigates 
into her own art practice.  The integral part of this relatively recent form of 
research is the interplay between I, as the researcher-practitioner, and my artistic 
work in process.  That interplay can be recorded through proper documentation, 
which can be used as research material” (Nimkulrat 2007, pp. 1-2) 
Throughout the first three chapters of this thesis, I have noted the influential factors which 
have led to the realisation of Thebrowncello.  This performance is therefore intended to act as 
a performative examination of these themes and how they can contribute toward relocating 
Thebrowncello from the perceived periphery of Irish traditional music. 
 
 This section is organised under two headings, accompaniment techniques and melodic 
techniques.  Accompaniment techniques primarily involve techniques which engage the right 
hand within my performance practice and are largely under the influence of Scottish 
traditional music as well as American bluegrass and old-time music, which is why they are 
included under this theme.  These have been the biggest influences on the development of 
Thebrowncello’s accompaniment techniques.  Regarding melodic techniques, which mainly 
involve the left hand, Irish traditional music has been the biggest influence, which is why it is 
examined under the heading of “Melodic Techniques”. 
 
Accompaniment Techniques  
 
Scottish Traditional Music 
 
 Scottish traditional music became an influence on this performance through my time 
spent with American cellist Natalie Haas which was discussed in the previous chapter.  
Perhaps the most blatant homage to her contribution to the style of Thebrowncello is 
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displayed in the first set of the performance.   The final tune was written by American fiddle 
player, Liz Carroll.  I arranged this set of tunes to highlight my interpretation of the 
accompaniment strategies I learned from Natalie Haas.  For the first two tunes of the set, I 
wanted to emulate Haas’ cello style by playing the melody for the first tune, “Wee Michael’s 
March” (Comp. John McCusker), then only utilising double stops34 with my fiddle partners, 
Seán O’Dalaigh and Conal O’Kane, for the second round of the tune.  The second tune, “Gr 
for Gaorsach,” (arr. Brown) was where I wanted to emulate Haas’ double jig accompaniment 
patterns for the first two rounds of the tune, but then follow that by playing the melody with 
the two fiddles for the third time through the tune.  I chose to emulate Haas’ style as I think 
that it is an effective way to build the sound of the arrangement as it progresses to the final 
tune.  This is something that Natalie often does in her arrangements with Alasdair Fraser, 
such as in “Calliope Meets Frank” from their album Fire & Grace (2004).  An example of 
my version of this accompaniment pattern is shown in figure 22.   
 
 For the final tune in this set, I wanted to demonstrate how I have adapted Natalie’s 
accompaniment style into my own accompaniment practice.  I began the accompaniment in 
the same manner that I believe she would use for the first round of the tune.  This involved 
incorporating a bowed shuffle pattern35 and using open strings as an overall drone effect 
before gradually moving to more bass-heavy notes in the second part of the tune.  Then, in 
the third part of the tune, I played parts of the melody for the first three phrases of the tune, 
followed by a drone which allowed the two fiddlers to highlight the melody of the last phrase.  
During the second round of the tune I began a more bass-oriented chopping pattern that was 
influenced by Natalie but which was developed by myself and Conal O’Kane, as I mentioned 
                                                     
34 “In the playing of bowed string instruments, the technique of sounding more than one note simultaneously. 
Playing on two strings at once is known as double stopping, three strings as triple stopping, etc. Although these 
terms imply creating notes by holding down (i.e stopping) several strings at once, chords or two part-passages 
which include open strings are also described as double (triple etc.) stops” (Walls 2001) 
35 “A rhythm derived from the dance step. The term is onomatopoeic, “sh” describing its characteristic 
smoothness (and especially its sound when played on the snare drum). The alternation of long and short 
syllables (shuf-fle, shuf-fle, …) evokes its distinguishing rhythm, a subdivision of the beat into uneven triplets 
which is more specific than the fundamental swing or boogie-woogie rhythm only in that it is usually played 
legato and at a relaxed tempo” (Snelson n.d.) 
Figure 22: Transcription of an excerpt of the accompaniment pattern for "Gr for Gaorsach" from Transcending Liminality: 
(Re)Locating Thebrowncello, 4:16-4:20.  The “x” note head indicates a chop. 
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previously and which is shown in the first two measures of figure 23.  Through the second 
part of the tune I continued this chopping pattern but shifted the bass notes of the 
accompaniment to follow the melody of the tune as seen in the second line of figure 23.  The 
last part of the tune features my style in its entirety, incorporating chops and triple chops to 
follow the rhythm of the melody instead of accompanying harmonically, shown on the last 
line of figure 23. 
The “Chop” 
 I believe that chopping is an important technique for the rhythmic accompaniment of 
tunes on the cello.  Its utilisation allows for a percussive rhythmic technique to be brought 
into the music which emulates the off-beat rhythms that many guitar players utilise when 
backing tunes in an Irish traditional music session which is similar to its function in bluegrass 
music.  This technique became a theme behind this performance because this is my most 
commonly used technique when playing the accompaniment for Irish traditional music.  
Throughout this performance, I utilised the chopping technique in three different iterations; 
the basic chop, the upward triplet chop, and the downward triplet chop.  Natalie’s influence 
over the playing style of Thebrowncello can be seen any time throughout this performance 
where the basic chop is used. 
 
The basic chop, illustrated in figure 24, was 
utilised throughout the performance for the 
accompaniment of reels, polkas and a jig.  In the 
final tune of the first set, “A Tune for the Girls” 
Figure 24: Transcription of a basic 
reel chopping pattern developed with 
Conal O'Kane; x-notehead indicates 
a chop. 
Figure 23: Transcription sample of the three chopping patterns used during the second round of "A Tune for the Girls".  The 
"x" note heads indicate a chop. 
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(6:35), the chop was used on the quaver off-beats to 
emphasise the swing of the melody and to push the rhythm 
of the tune, which was demonstrated earlier in figure 23.  In 
the last tune of the fifth set of this performance, “The 
Mortgage Burn” (34:31), I used a version of that same pattern, which also complimented the 
rhythm that Conal was playing on the guitar.  For the jig, “Rock the Boat,” I used a chopping 
pattern in 6/8 time, as shown in figure 25, that would emphasise the jig rhythm, by accenting 
beats three and six, and allow movement to change the chords of the accompaniment when it 
was needed.  This is all evidence of Natalie Haas’ influence the playing style of 
Thebrowncello.  However, “Rolling in the Barrel” is where chopping took a different form. 
 
 Rushad Eggleston’s influence36 on Thebrowncello is most notably evident through the 
use of his advanced chopping technique which I have called the “Upward triplet chop.”  This 
is shown in figure 26. 
“The main elements of the technique are similar to the basic chop, but the bow is 
drawn up the string toward the fingerboard.  This technique utilises the natural 
bounce of the bow that most string players are familiar with that exists at the tip of 
the bow when performing a ricochet technique, but this harnesses that near the 
frog.  In doing so, this will create three articulated chops that are approximately 
three semi-quavers in length.” (Brown 2016) 
The reason I wanted to utilise this technique was to break the monotony of the off-beat 
pattern I developed with the help of Conal O’Kane, as shown in figure 16 and to demonstrate 
how the chop could be brought into a cello-specific rhythmic pattern to accompany a reel 
which did not solely draw from 
chopping on the natural off-beat of the 
tune.  I demonstrated this in the fourth 
set of the performance, “Rolling in the 
Barrel” (25:24).  I was able to utilise the 
basic chop as well as the upward triplet chop to create a unique rhythmic configuration to 
back this particular tune, which is shown in figure 26.  As you can see, the pattern for this 
                                                     
36 See Chapter Three 
Figure 25: Transcription of a basic jig 
chopping pattern 
Figure 26: Transcription of tune-specific chopping pattern for A-
part of "Rolling in the Barrel" utilising upward triplet chops 
(marked with an upbow sign)  (27:58) 
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tune varies immensely from the basic reel pattern, shown in figure 24, that I normally would 
use to accompany reels within Irish traditional music. 
 
 The final version of the chop that was utilised in this 
performance is what I have called the downward triplet chop 
due to the downward motion of the bow on the string in relation 
to the body of the instrument.  This version of the chop is the 
exact opposite of the upward triplet chop and is created by 
ricocheting the bow downward on the strings, toward the 
bridge.  However, the rhythm of this chop varies, depending on what note value is put after 
the first two semi-quavers.  The only utilisation of this chop occurs in the second-to-last set 
of the performance in the polka “The Green Cottage” (1:04:41), and for the rhythmic 
variation I chose to use a quaver after the first two semi-quavers, as shown in figure 27.   
 
Standard Pizzicato 
 
 This performance consisted of pizzicato techniques that ranged from the traditional 
classical approach to contemporary techniques that I created for the cello.  The classical 
approach to pizzicato was shown in the barn dance, “The Chaffpool Post” (33:48) as well as 
the reel set consisting of “The Dresden” (1:11:37) and “Julia Delaney” (1:13:32).  In all of 
these tunes I utilised a one or two finger pizzicato technique which is similar to the technique 
utilised by most classical cellists and double bass players.  In “The Dresden/Julia Delaney” 
set, I shared the role of accompaniment with pianist Tadhg Ó Meachair.  For this set I utilised 
a walking bass pizzicato accompaniment that would give freedom to Tadhg to fill out the 
spelling of chords as he saw fit within the given structure of my walking bass.  As I would 
only pluck one note at a time for this set, my accompaniment was dependent upon Tadhg to 
fill out the rest of the chords within the harmonic structure of the tunes that were laid out. 
 
 
 
Figure 27: Transcription of the 
polka pattern for "The Green 
Cottage" utilising a downward 
triplet chop (marked with a 
downbow sign) 
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Contemporary Pizzicato 
 
 The second set of this performance, consisting of “The Lonesome Jig” (10:57), “Jig 
Jazz” (13:32) and “Alice’s Reel” (15:58), demonstrated two different forms of pizzicato that I 
have adapted to the cello.  The first of these techniques is a pizzicato that combines the use of 
the index finger, the thumb and occasionally the middle finger of the right-hand alternating 
on different strings in order to emulate the finger-style technique of a guitar.  I have 
previously written an expanded description of multi-fingered pizzicato, saying, 
“Bass players of various genres have utilised multiple fingers when performing 
pizzicato passages for years, but the standard for the cello has remained a one-
finger pizz.  However, with the addition of the middle-finger and the thumb, 
cellists are able to articulate three notes individually or play a three-to-four note 
chord with one pull of the strings” (Brown 2016). 
Specific to the tune “The Lonesome Jig,” this technique allowed for an open-style 
accompaniment that would sound similar to the open tuning of a bouzouki or guitar 
accompanist that is tuned in “DADGAD”. 
 
 
 To accompany this tune, I plucked a “D” on my G-string in fourth position, which 
would always start the sequence.  Then, my thumb would move to the D-string which would 
remain open and unchanged while my index finger reached to the A string.  Following this, 
the alternation of the thumb and the index finger would be carried out again in order to fill the 
duration of the bar.  Overall, the completed sequence filled the space of two bars of 6/8 time.  
This pattern remained the same for the majority of the tune with little variation until the third 
time through the tune when I changed the pattern to a six-quaver rhythm that started with the 
thumb on the G string, moving then to the D string, and ending with my index finger to pluck 
Figure 28: Transcription of a Right-hand fingering pattern for "The Lonesome Jig" A-part, Thumb-position 
symbol indicates thumb pizz., "1" indicates index finger pizz. 
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the A string.  This pattern was repeated throughout the last “B section” of the tune and is 
shown in figure 28.    
 
Harmonically, the accompaniment of this tune remained very open.  Most of the 
chords relied on the D string remaining open while I changed the pitches of the other strings.  
Figure 29 shows the utilisation of this accompaniment pattern and how the chords were 
implied based around this pattern throughout the entirety of the tune. 
108 
 
 
Figure 29: Transcription of all parts to "The Lonesome Jig" accompaniment.  Thumb pizz. is notated with thumb position 
symbol. "1" indicates index finger pizz. 
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 The other pizzicato technique that I utilised for this set is of my own creation which I 
adapted to the cello from the five-string banjo claw-hammer37 technique.  I utilised two 
different forms of this technique which I will describe now.  The first form of this technique, 
used in “Jig Jazz” (13:51), utilised the thumb of the right hand to pluck the G or C strings at 
the start of the pattern.  Then, I would use the index finger in tandem with the thumb (or the 
middle finger, depending on the chord that was being spelled) to fill out the chord.  Then, the 
side of my thumb would come down and strike the fingerboard which would give a 
percussive tap to the pattern.  Following this, my thumb, index finger and occasionally 
middle finger, would complete the chord again before starting the pattern over.  This pattern 
allows for the cello to fill out the harmonic and rhythmic accompaniment by acting as two 
different instruments.  The thumb plucking a single note at the beginning of the sequence 
emulates a bass or the left-hand of a piano player, then filling out the chord emulates the right 
hand of the piano player and the percussive tap is similar to the tapping or slap technique that 
is used in jazz bass playing, which is shown in figure 30.  
 
 The second form of this contemporary pizzicato technique was utilised in the final 
tune of this set, “Alice’s Reel” (15:58).  To accompany this reel, I used the same concept of 
the claw-hammer banjo technique, but this variation calls for all three fingers to work in 
tandem with each other.  Then, when I bring the hand down to stop the strings, the thumb hits 
off of the fingerboard to create the percussive tap that I mentioned earlier.  This created a 
chorded rhythm that also had a backbeat to it, similar to rhythms that would be heard in the 
techno music genre.  This was a more contemporary style of accompaniment that I have 
developed for this tune that can be utilised in other Irish traditional reels.  However, they 
would not fit the standard off-beat backing patterns that would suit most Irish traditional 
reels. 
                                                     
37 “…a hard downward movement of the hand from the wrist, striking a string or strings with the back of the 
index fingernail and popping off the thumb string on the alternate beat” (Bailey, 1972, p. 62-63). 
Figure 30: Transcription excerpt from "A"-part accompaniment of "Jig Jazz" (13:51).  "x"-shaped note heads indicate an 
unpitched strike on the fingerboard.  Thumb position symbol notates the thumb strike or pizz., fingering numbers are for the 
right index and middle fingers. 
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American Bluegrass and Old-Time Music 
 
Aside from the influence of Rushad Eggleston throughout this performance, I also 
drew from the influence of American fiddle player Frank Hall, whom I had a master class 
with during the second year of my master’s degree covering both bluegrass and old-time 
music, as well as the influence of Paddy Kiernan, who not only taught bluegrass tunes to me 
but who also featured in the performance.  Frank’s influence on my playing opened my eyes 
to the world of old-time music because, even though I am from a state that is well known for 
its old-time and bluegrass music, I had never taken interest in it before.  It was Paddy who 
furthered my involvement into the American bluegrass tradition by involving me in his 
performances during his time in the master’s programme. 
 
Because of the similarities I believe to exist between the melodies of Irish traditional 
music and American old-time and bluegrass music, it seemed only natural to incorporate 
influences of these styles into this performance.  One set, which solely featured a 
bluegrass/blues tune entitled “The Foggy Mountain Special” (Comp. Earl Scruggs), was 
dedicated to the tradition of passing the melody between two instruments, alternating 
between accompaniment, improvised soloing, and melodic playing.  This was one of the 
more obvious incorporations of American music in this performance, but it was also featured 
throughout the rest of the performance via melody playing as I had little experience with 
playing melody on the cello, outside of Western art music, until being introduced to old-time 
and bluegrass music.  Until that point, I had only accompanied tunes on the cello apart from 
playing the occasional slow air.  Frank taught me about shuffling with the bow – a technique 
that I mentioned earlier - within old-time music and how that can be used as an 
accompaniment technique.  He also showed me how, in the same manner of shuffling the 
bow for accompaniment, I could utilise that to create a swinging rhythm when bowing 
melodies.  Therefore, I drew from that swinging-style of bowing when playing the melody in 
“The Mortgage Burn” (comp. Gordon MacLean) which is a reel that was played in the fifth 
set of this performance. 
 
The third set in this performance, which featured the song “Skippin’ in the Mississippi 
Dew” by American fiddle player John Hartford, demonstrated another influence of American 
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music on my own playing (Hartford 2009).  This set, which originally featured fiddle, voice 
and the feet of the fiddle player, was arranged for cello, voice and bodhrán - to emulate the 
Hartford’s feet stomping.  I wanted to include this set in the performance because of the 
unique bowing that John Hartford executes in the recording I have of it on a compilation 
album called John Hartford: Me Oh My, How the Time Does Fly – A John Hartford 
Anthology (2009).  John articulates almost every note with a separate bow stroke, with little 
exception, much like Irish whistle player Sean Ryan articulates most notes with his tongue in 
his practice.  This way of bowing is similar to a style of bowing taught to me by the Irish 
fiddle player Siobhán Peoples.  During my second year of the MA of Irish traditional music 
performance, Siobhán suggested to try articulating every note in a double jig separately, 
slurring occasionally, which resembles the bowing style of John Hartford throughout this 
track on his album.  For this reason, I wanted to demonstrate the correlation of these two 
bowing styles and how they are used when playing melody lines in both American and Irish 
traditional music.  
 
These two styles of bowing were very important to display within this first 
performance in order provide examples of how I developed my style of bowing Irish 
traditional music on the cello, as I was demonstrating my knowledge of the bowing styles of 
the heavily swung old-time music, as well as the single-stroke bowing that John Hartford 
utilises.  Through experiencing these two extreme styles of bowing in American music, I was 
able to increase the “bowing vocabulary” of my right hand in order to develop a style of 
bowing on the cello that would suit the rhythmic nuances of Irish traditional music, which is 
what I wanted to demonstrate in this performance. 
 
Melodic Techniques 
 
Irish Traditional Music 
 
 While Scottish traditional music and American traditional music were both key 
influences behind the creation of this performance, the fundamental theme was Irish 
traditional music.  As I have noted in detail in Chapter Two of this thesis, there is no 
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definitive style of cello playing within Irish traditional music.  Therefore, despite the use of 
contemporary techniques and arrangements throughout this performance, I felt compelled to 
remain within the idiom of Irish traditional music in order to build a foundation of an Irish 
traditional style of cello playing.  When referring to style in Irish traditional music, Vallely 
(2011) writes, 
“It is influenced by the instrument on which they play, the tunes and kinds of tunes 
that are played, and the circumstances in which they perform” (Vallely 2011, p. 
669) 
Therefore, I believe that I maintained this theme throughout the performance by selecting a 
majority of tunes recognised within the Irish music tradition, by alluding to Irish fiddle 
techniques and bowings, and by choosing to perform this music within the context of a 
contemporary traditional music ensemble.   
 
  Other than the song and tunes that belonged to the Scottish and American music 
traditions, the majority of the performance consisted of Irish traditional tunes or tunes that 
were composed within the idiom of Irish traditional music.  These tunes included polkas 
(“The Green Cottage/The Upper Church”), reels (“A Tune for the Girls,” “Alice’s,” “The 
Mortgage Burn,” “Rolling in the Barrel,” “The Dresden,” and “Julia Delaney”), jigs (“The 
Lonesome Jig,” “Jig Jazz,” “Munster Buttermilk,” “Fraher’s Jig,” and “Rocking the Boat”), 
two barn dances (“The High Caul Cap” and “The Chaffpool Post”) and a slow air (“Pórt Na 
bPucaí”).  It was important for me to demonstrate the different nuances created through a 
variety of techniques, which the cello could bring to the performance of this group of tune 
types.  For the tunes that I accompanied, I alternated between chopping and various pizzicato 
techniques that will be discussed later in this chapter. 
 
 On the tunes that I played the melody for, however, I referred to various techniques 
and bowing patterns that I acquired over my years of working with various instrumentalists 
both in and out of the Irish music tradition.  For instance, my first experience of playing jigs 
on the cello was during weekly lessons with Siobhán Peoples.  As I mentioned in the 
previous section, Siobhán advised me that I should bow notes in jigs separately, but to vary 
this by occasionally slurring the last note within the measure into the next or slurring notes in 
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the middle of a bar.  This was displayed in the two tunes; “Munster Buttermilk” and 
“Fraher’s Jig.”  Figure 31 shows this single-style stroke that I used in the tune, “Munster 
Buttermilk.”  In this set I wanted to show my understanding of the bowing style that Siobhán 
imparted onto me and how I translated this style of bowing to the cello.  The reason this was 
important for me to note in this performance was because, as I started the cello in the Western 
art music genre, I had always been presented with sheet music that provided bow markings 
and articulations for me which I would be encouraged to adhere to as directed by my 
conductor or cello tutor.  However, within the Irish music tradition bowing is, within 
aesthetic confines defined by norms of rhythm, completely left up to the performer and has 
almost become like a 
second nature to the 
person playing the 
melodies of the tunes, 
which is what I 
demonstrated throughout this set. 
 
Another aspect of Irish traditional music that I wanted to display in this performance 
was the use of ornamentation on the cello when playing the melodies of the tunes I chose for 
this performance.  As the fiddle and the cello are both in the same instrument family and are 
played, relatively, in the same manner, I wanted to show how to successfully execute these 
techniques on the cello.  Throughout my time playing Irish music, I have adapted the fiddle 
ornaments of cuts, crans and rolls to my repertoire of ornamentation.  These ornamentations 
will be examined further in the “Melodic Techniques” section of this chapter.  However, in 
relation to the Irish traditional music theme of the performance, it was my goal to showcase 
these as techniques within the performance because they are integral to what makes up the 
style of Irish traditional music (Keegan 2010; Breathnach 1996; Ó Riada 1992). 
  
However, ornamentation and bowing are not all that contribute to the gestalt of Irish 
traditional music.  These are only two stylistic parameters (Keegan 2010) of traditional music 
which give Irish traditional its distinct sound.  There are other stylistic parameters that were 
also included in this performance: variations of the melodies, phrasing of the tunes that I 
played, and articulation.  These parameters, however, were not as heavily focused on in this 
Figure 31: Transcription of "Munster Buttermilk" showing single-stroke bowing and slurs 
in the middle of the bar (59:41-59:47) 
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performance as I felt that the major challenges of bringing the cello into traditional music and 
making it sound like a traditional instrument relied on bowing and ornamentation. 
 
 It is not my intention to critically analyse and engage with every aspect of these 
parameters and how they have been carried out on the cello throughout this performance.  
However, I want to address how the parameters I mentioned above contribute toward the 
creation of my identity as an Irish traditional cellist, and toward the unique style of cello 
playing that I am pioneering.  I draw from my intercultural identity as an American 
performing Irish traditional music in an effort to create a unique style and shed light on the 
identity of the cello within this idiom.  Therefore, I am drawing on the parameters of style 
mentioned earlier in order to demonstrate the possibilities of the cello within Irish traditional 
music. 
 
Ornamentation 
 
 As the last section focused on the accompaniment techniques that I utilised 
throughout this performance, this section will examine the melodic techniques highlighted 
throughout the performance. Ornamentation fits under both the theme of Irish traditional 
music and technique work, and it will be examined in further detail throughout this section of 
this chapter.  It is integral to many music traditions throughout the world, however, it is, 
“perceived to be more prevalent in the performance of Irish traditional music as opposed to 
say English, Welsh, or much Scottish music” (Keegan 2010, p. 67). For the rest of this 
section, I will be referring to Niall Keegan’s “working definition” of ornamentation as a 
stylistic parameter of Irish traditional music, explaining that it is, 
“the addition of extra tones to (or the division of) a main tone which is regarded 
as being embellished.  Central to the idea of ornament is that a note is being 
ornamented and as such no ornament has any life beyond the context of the ‘main-
tone’.” (Keegan 2010, p. 67) 
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Ornamentation was utilised throughout this performance whenever I played the 
melody of the tunes.  The tunes I am referring to are: “Wee Michael’s March,” “Gr for 
Gaorsach,” “The High Caul Cap,” The Chaffpool Post,” “The Mortgage Burn,” “Pórt Na 
BPucaí,” “Munster Buttermilk” and “Fraher’s Jig.”  All of the ornaments that were used are 
included within the repertoire of Irish traditional music, including cuts and pats, long rolls, 
and crans.  All ornamentation that I utilised throughout this performance was used with the 
intention to create both melodic and rhythmic variation throughout the melodies of the tunes 
that were played.  Rhythmically, the ornamentation gives the tune a “lift” and can add swing 
to the phrases when the bow is not providing it.  Melodically, the ornaments change the way 
that the tune is played in order to avoid the monotony that can occur when the same tune is 
repeated three or more times. 
 
Cuts and Pats 
 
“The word cut is used most often to describe a single note ornament from above… 
A pat is often used by traditional musicians to describe a downwards double grace 
note…” (Keegan 2010, p. 69) 
  Cuts and pats are standard ornamentation that 
needed no modifying in order to play on the cello.  The only 
potential hazard is when the main note is being played with 
the fourth finger.  In this instance, a shift is needed in order 
to use the fourth finger to reach the note above to execute 
the ornament.  Figure 32 is an example from “Munster 
Buttermilk” (59:41) and shows where the problem of not 
being able to cut above the fourth finger occurs on a “G,” as 
well as demonstrating the use of a cut on the following 
“E”s.  
 
 
 
 
Figure 32: Transcription of an excerpt 
from "Munster Buttermilk" 
demonstrating where a cut occurred.  
Numbers indicate left-hand fingerings; 
4 being the little finger and 1 being the 
index finger. 
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Long Rolls 
 
A long roll divides the main note of a melody into three separate parts by utilising cuts and 
pats to create space.  Niall Keegan describes the structure of a long roll by saying, “The 
structure of five tones in the following sequence; the main-tone; a tone above; the main-tone; 
a tone below” (Keegan 2010 p. 68).  Similar to cuts, long rolls need little-to-no modification 
in order to be played on the cello when the main-tone begins 
with the first finger, second finger or third finger.  However, 
when the main-tone begins with the fourth finger, a shift is 
required in order to play the tone above the main-note, similar to 
cuts that I described above.  Figure 33 shows an example of a 
long roll utilised in the second round of the “A” part of 
“Munster Buttermilk” (1:00:17).  
 
Crans 
 
“A cran is multiple note ornament which includes at least two 
notes, usually above the main tone and none below.” (Keegan, 
2010 p. 70) 
 Crans are ornaments that I only use on open strings when 
playing melodies of tunes.  I have modified the way that I play 
crans on the cello in order to better suit my playing style for faster melodic passages.  The 
most obvious example of this ornament’s use was in “Fraher’s Jig” (1:00:49) where I used 
crans on both the open “A” string and “D” string.  The standard 
cran that a fiddle player would utilise is as follows; the main-tone; 
a tone above; the main-tone; and either the same tone above as 
before or a different tone; the main-tone again, as shown in 
Figure 34.  However, my modification of the cran on the cello 
differs from this by adding unpitched tones to replace the tones 
from above.  These unpitched tones are created by using any 
Figure 34: Typical notation 
(Keegan 2010) 
Figure 33: Transcription of a long roll 
demonstrated in "Munster 
Buttermilk" - numbers notate left-
hand fingering 
Figure 35: Transcription of a 
modified cran for the cello as 
used in "Fraher's Jig" (1:00:49). 
“x” note heads indicate unpitched 
strikes on the string with the left-
hand 
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finger on the left-hand to stop a vibrating string by slightly pulling it and releasing it briefly.  
This creates the same separation of the main-tone that would be heard in a standard cran 
performed by a fiddle player, but makes an allowance for the higher action of cello strings on 
the fingerboard.  This difference is notated in Figure 35.   
 
Section Three: Evaluation of the Performance as a Process 
 
 I created this performance with the intention of it being viewed as the process of 
incorporating the cello into, what I believe to be, the centrality of the Irish music tradition.  
Creating this performance was a process itself, which was not highly documented as I believe 
its relevance was only benefitting my creative process and not the larger goal of the 
performance.  Nelson (2013) addresses this saying, 
“To record an entire rehearsal or compositional process on video, for example, 
would not only make excessive logistical demands, it might interfere with the 
process itself” (Nelson 2013, p. 87). 
Although I recognise that examining my creative processes and how I create work as a 
valuable skillset, I believe that examining it at-length would have taken away from my focus 
of relocating Thebrowncello. 
 
 There is, however, a need for an analysis of the documentation of this performance or 
process.  Chang (2008) states that, 
“Until you give a meaningful structure to collected data, they may appear to be a 
“messy” pile of fragmented bits.  Data analysis and interpretation are the 
processes through which the data become a cogent account of observed 
phenomena” (Chang 2008, p. 126). 
It is my assumption that the performance, if viewed solely as a work of performance art, 
would not be seen as a “messy” pile.  Chang also quotes Walcott (1994) stating that, 
“He describes data analysis as an activity directed to ‘the identification of 
essential features and the systematic description of interrelationships among them 
– in short, how things work.  In terms of stated objectives, analysis also may be 
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employed evaluatively to address questions of why a system is not working or how 
it might be made to work ‘better’” (Wolcott 1994, cited in Chang 2008, p. 127). 
Therefore, to understand the significance of this performance as a process, I believe that the 
following evaluative work is necessary. 
 
Was the technique work effective? 
 
 I believe that the technique work in this performance was effective as a starting point 
for integrating Thebrowncello into the Irish music tradition.  In my opinion, the bowing and 
ornamentation were effective in helping to create a traditional sound in this performance.  For 
example, when listening to “Munster Buttermilk” (59:41) and “Fraher’s” (1:00:49), I feel that 
the ornamentation and bowing are giving the tunes a lift and providing the swing that I would 
hear in the playing of other musicians in traditional music.  As I listen to the track I do not 
think that it sounds like a classical musician attempting to play traditional music, which 
might sound very rigid and stiff, a point that I mentioned in the previous chapter when 
referring to Yo-Yo Ma’s performing of non-classical music.  Obviously, nerves had a part to 
play in the performance which made “Fraher’s” sound very rushed which affected the 
bowing, but I still believe that it sounds within the idiom of Irish traditional music. 
 
 The accompaniment techniques are more difficult for me to assess in terms of the 
aesthetic of traditional music.  As these techniques are new and contemporary, there is not a 
standard with which to compare them to within Irish traditional music.  However, I believe 
that they worked in accurately displaying the capabilities of Thebrowncello and, 
consequently, the cello within the idiom of Irish traditional music.  The chopping technique 
allowed for a rhythmic accompaniment that I believe did not interfere with the music 
throughout the performance, nor did it take anything away from the traditional sound of the 
music coming from the other performers.  It also afforded the opportunity for Thebrowncello 
to demonstrate a contemporary approach to accompanying with the cello in Irish traditional 
music which was unique and not seen within this style of music before, which made for a 
very special artistic experience.  Therefore, I believe that the accompaniment techniques used 
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in this performance are contributing to the creation of a new style of cello playing which is 
included within the idiom of Irish traditional music. 
 
The Performance as a Whole 
 
 I do believe that this performance was successful as whole.  As I mentioned at the 
beginning of this chapter, one of the main goals of the performance was to display how 
different musical styles and techniques have come together to help me formulate an Irish 
traditional style of cello playing.  I feel that, throughout this performance, I accurately 
demonstrated these different styles of music and what I have learned and borrowed from 
them, in order to create an accessible style of cello playing that would fit within the Irish 
music tradition and also provide an artistic performative output.   
 
There were, however, several moments throughout the performance where things did 
not go as I intended.  During “A Tune for the Girls” in the first set of tunes, there was meant 
to be a quick stop in the “A” part of the tune which I forgot about, but Seán and Conal 
performed it as planned.  This did not affect the overall sound of the performance and was not 
so major that it would have been noticed as a blatant mistake, but it was something that I 
noticed as soon as I missed it.  I indicated this at 6:44 in the recording of the performance 
when I turned to Seán and smiled, indicating that I forgot that we were putting a stop in the 
music. 
 
Two sets in this performance where things fell apart more noticeably were the two 
American-themed sets: “Skippin’ in the Mississippi Dew” (20:15) and “Foggy Mountain 
Special” (50:30).  “Skippin’ in the Mississippi Dew” was a very shaky song from the start, 
which I attribute to nerves.  This was my first time singing solo material in front of an 
audience and it was also a style of music that I do not normally sing.  This caused my right 
hand to be shaky and caused my bow hand to not be in sync with my left hand which made 
for several unintentional slurs which reversed the direction of the bow in passages that I 
would have bowed a specific way.  Perhaps the most noticeable mistake in this song was 
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forgetting the third verse of the song and reverting back to the second verse at 23:00.  As I 
had listened to this song hundreds of times for the past few years, I can say with all certainty 
that nerves caught the better of me for this song. 
 
In the other American set, “Foggy Mountain Special” I was, again, in unfamiliar 
territory, however this time it was due to my lack of experience improvising solos within 
bluegrass music.  Throughout this set, Paddy Kiernan and myself traded solos between each 
other and every instance where I had to take my solo, I would lose the rhythmic swing of the 
melody and often revert to a descending pattern within my improvised portion.  My inability 
to solo comfortably affected the entire set throughout in the form of issues with improper 
intonation and rhythmic discrepancies.  In total, I feel that this set was one of the most 
disastrous of the performance and did not demonstrate anything productive within the terms 
of the overall result of the performance, however, reviewing this set has allowed me to 
earmark soloing as a skill that needs improvement for the next performance. 
 
One thing that this performance has shown to me as I reviewed it was that I was very 
comfortable playing an accompaniment throughout the performance, more than melody 
playing.  I noticed that throughout the performance the melody playing had more rhythmic 
and intonation issues than places where I was backing melody players.  I noticed this 
specifically in the fifth set of the performance, “The High Caul Cap/The Chaffpool Post/The 
Mortgage Burn” at 30:34.  At 33:04 I began to play the second tune of the set and I notice 
that my bow arm is nervously putting in a lot of work trying to keep the rhythm of the 
melody consistent and my left hand is causing intonation problems.  However, when I switch 
to backing the tune at 33:48 the issues I just mentioned are not present.  The opposite happens 
when I switched from backing “The Mortgage Burn” to playing the melody at 35:44. The 
first time through the tune is more steady than the second because I am backing the tune with 
Conal until 35:44 and then my melody playing becomes very rushed and out of tune. 
 
Throughout the rest of the performance that I have not specifically highlighted in this 
section there were a few intonation issues as well as rhythmic issues, however, I do not feel 
that these issues took away from the goals of the performance.  I still believe that, despite 
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these discrepancies, the performance displayed the process I was undergoing of creating a 
style of cello playing unique to Irish traditional music as well as demonstrating mastery over 
the cello by way of the creation of new techniques that were incorporated into the 
performance. 
 
Although much of what I have spoken about thus far has focused on techniques 
throughout the performance, it cannot be forgotten that this performance was a piece of art 
and should also be viewed as such.  Artistically, I believe that the sets of tunes I arranged for 
this performance accurately demonstrated what Thebrowncello was capable of at the time.  
The sets also provided a lot of variation in the sense that there were points of high-energy fast 
tunes such as “A Tune for the Girls” (Comp. by Liz Carrol) which would be followed by a 
slower set of tunes like “The Lonesome Jig” (trad.).  While it is not my intention to discuss 
Kant’s Critique of Judgement (1790) or Marxist or pragmatist views surrounding the 
autonomy of art38, I do believe that this performance provided “a distinctive capacity, as an 
object of value, to do something not done, or not done the same way, by other kinds of 
objects” (Haskins 1989, p. 43).  The style of cello playing that I brought into the Irish music 
tradition by way of this performance has not been done before, as I have mentioned 
previously.   
 
Taking a step back from the technical aspect of the performance and viewing it as a 
piece of performance art, I think the performance had a good feel to it, overall.  The order of 
the set list had an even distribution of lively sets, such as the set with the tune “Gr for 
Gaorsach” and slower, groove-based tunes like "Rolling in the Barrel.”  I feel that ordering 
the set list in this way allowed the audience to reset so they were not constantly listening to 
upbeat, energetic tunes, nor were they listening to a set full of solemn melodies.  As I 
addressed earlier in this chapter, there were several mistakes that were made throughout the 
performance.  I do not feel, however, that they largely took away from the overall flow of the 
performance itself.  Therefore, I feel that this performance offered a great window into the 
process of how the cello is moving from the perceived periphery of Irish traditional music to 
the centrality by exposing it to the public through performance. 
                                                     
38 See Marcuse’s The Aesthetic Dimension, Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory and Dewey’s Art as Experience. 
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Section Four: Communitas 
 
 Engaging with practice-as-research (PAR) and using practice-based methodologies to 
carry out this Ph.D. mean that themes that were not intentional during the creation and 
execution of this performance begin to surface.  Themes emerging from the analysis of my 
first performance not only shape the nature of this written thesis, but they also impact how I 
engage with future work and future performances.  Wall (2006) recognises this when she 
writes that, 
“Data analysis consists of a thorough discussion, introspection, and thought 
(immersion and incubation) until themes and meanings emerge” (Wall 2006, p. 
150) 
   
The key emergent theme that I will be examining in this section of my research is the 
concept of communitas.  Supporting evidence of this emergent theme was obtained through 
my own autoethnographic analysis of the performance.  I will also be presenting evidence in 
the form of the analysis of questionnaires that I gave to each of the performers within the 
performance, and also the sound engineer.  As I mentioned in the methodological section of 
this thesis,  
“These interviews, although ethnographic in nature, also work toward informing 
my arts practice methodology.  They are not merely stand-alone methods used for 
the purpose of supporting my research claims,  but they provide data which helps 
inform my practice” (see Chapter One). 
Through the integration of these methods, I am able to “connect the autobiographical and 
personal to the cultural and social” (Jones 2005, p. 765). 
 
Communitas 
 
“The Random House Webster Unexpurgated Dictionary (1998) defines 
“communitas” as “Anthropol. The sense of sharing and intimacy that develops 
among persons who experience liminality as a group” (Salamone 2004, p. 97). 
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The term communitas was adapted by Victor Turner in the 1960s from Paul 
Goodman’s usage, “which connoted town planning on community lines” (Di Giovine 2011, 
p. 250).  Turner uses the term to mean, “a relational quality of full, unmediated 
communication, even communion, between people of definite and determinate identity, 
which arises spontaneously in all kinds of groups, situations, and circumstances” (Salamone 
2004, p. 97).  In Rites of Communitas (2004) by Frank Salamone, he recalls Victor Turner’s 
first experience with the concept of communitas by saying, 
“Turner first noted this phenomenon – then not recognized in the social sciences – 
in the healing ritual of Chihamba among the Ndembu of Zambia in 1953.  He 
observed and experienced it among the Chihamba patients who were in passage 
between illness and health, and also found it among novices changing from 
childhood to adulthood, and in other changes in social status.  Furthermore, he 
recognized it in many different societies among those in betwixt-and-between 
circumstances, those going through some threshold or limen in life together, that 
is, in a time of liminality” (Salamone 2004, pp. 97-98). 
Salamone also writes that, “Communitas breaks into society (1) through the interstices of 
structure in liminality, times of change status; (2) at the edges of structure, in marginality; 
and (3) from beneath structure, in inferiority.  Liminality, marginality, and inferiority 
frequently generate sacred accounts, symbols, rituals, philosophical systems, and works of 
art” (Salamone 2004, p. 98). 
 
Defining Liminality  
 I am using the concept of communitas as a tool to help frame and engage with my 
research question of, “how can I forge a new path for the cello in Irish traditional music?” 
which resonates with Salamone’s quote above.  However, in order to properly engage with 
the concept of communitas an examination of liminality is necessary.  Salamone (2004) 
describes liminality as a “rite of passage,” and says that, 
“Liminality is the process of midtransition in a rite of passage.  During the liminal 
period, the characteristics of those passing through are ambiguous, for where they 
find themselves has few or none of the attributes of either the past or the coming 
state.  They are betwixt and between” (Salamone 2004, p. 98). 
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As I have mentioned throughout this thesis, I perceive Thebrowncello to be moving 
within the border, or the liminal space, between the perceived periphery and the perceived 
centrality of Irish traditional music which can be seen as the “betwixt-and-between” 
Salamone refers to.  Salamone derives this definition from Van Gannep’s (1960) and 
Turner’s (1967) research into the term liminality.  In these iterations, liminality is identified 
as the “state of in-betweenness” (Van Gannep 1960; Turner 1967).  In Chapter One of this 
thesis I presented a narrative that situated the emergence of Thebrowncello and its transition 
through multiple liminal spaces marked by key formative moments.  Now, Thebrowncello 
resides within this liminal space between the perceived periphery and perceived centrality of 
Irish traditional music from which I am striving to change its status within the Irish music 
tradition through my personal journey.  In reference to Salamone’s above quote, the cello is 
also often marginalised within the context of Irish traditional music and can be perceived as 
inferior as it cannot play tunes as easily as the fiddle.  As I addressed earlier in this thesis, the 
cello is largely associated with Western art music which may seem to many traditional 
musicians to be “superior” or “elitist” music (see Chapter Two).  However, because it is not 
often seen playing tunes as easily as the fiddle can, it can be perceived as inferior39 to 
musicians within the idiom of Irish traditional music.  My investigation into this liminal 
space presented the opportunity to create this performance displaying the process of 
relocating Thebrowncello from what I perceive to be the periphery to the centrality of Irish 
traditional music (see Chapter Two).  The next chapter of this thesis will further expand on 
my understanding of liminality and liminal spaces. 
 
 My engagement with the concept of liminality is largely through the writing of Turner 
(1969;1974), Salamone (2004), and van der Geest (2006) in which the concept is investigated 
in the context of cultural transitionary processes.  However, researchers have also examined 
this concept within the field of performance studies.  In the first chapter of this research I 
cited the work of Schechner (1998) stating that performance studies is “intergeneric, 
interdisciplinary, and intercultural” (Schechner 1998, p. 360).  The prefix inter implies that 
these terms are in-between states and that performance studies embodies the study of 
between, or liminal, spaces.  Examples of this within can be found when researchers 
                                                     
39 By inferior I mean that because it does not function within the core of traditional music in the way that a 
fiddle or flute might, it can be regarded as a lesser instrument.  Also, the cello is not accepted as a “dominant 
accompanying instrument” such as the guitar or bouzouki (Vallely 2008, pp. 8-9).  
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examined the liminal spaces between music and ritual (see Sborgi Lawson 2011), or a 
dancer’s crossover from the ordinary world to the theatre world (see Siegel 1991).  Although 
these examples refer to music and dance, they still contain the element of liminality as a 
transitionary phase, which is why I believe liminality is central to my research of relocating 
the cello into what I believe to be the centrality of Irish traditional music. 
 
 As I wrote at the beginning of this section, communitas is from the sense of intimacy 
and sharing between persons experiencing liminality as a group.  Therefore, it is from liminal 
spaces in which the process of communitas is generated.  However, this does not mean that 
every liminal space generates or has the capability of generating communitas.  The following 
subsection will examine how an environment was fostered within Transcending Liminality: 
(Re)Locating Thebrowncello (2015) in which I believe communitas was generated. 
 
Creating an Environment through Communal Engagement 
 As the title of this section suggests, communitas is an emergent theme that was 
revealed through reflective analysis of this performance.  Its central role in the creation and 
successful integration of Thebrowncello in traditional Irish music only became apparent in 
the reflection after this first performance.  Communal engagement was facilitated through 
prior contact with the musicians through rehearsals allowing them to become familiar with 
the material and to explore the possibility for new ideas to emerge.  I believe that engagement 
led into the creation of communitas within the performance which I perceive to be a deeper 
experience.  However, in order for this communitas to be generated within the performance, 
an environment had to be created in which it would flourish. 
 
The musicians that performed with me were not involved in the initial creative 
process of putting together the sets for this performance which involved weeks of internal 
work in the form of practice on my own and sketching arrangement possibilities in my head.  
However, my interaction with the musicians throughout the rehearsal process shaped our 
engagement within the overall performance, and helped to create an environment capable of 
generating communitas.  On a questionnaire given to all of the musicians about the 
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performance, I asked each musician about their involvement in the creation of work in this 
project.  Conor Crimmins responded to this by saying, 
“I wasn't involved with the creation of the arrangements too much, all of that was 
pretty much done, bar one or two very minor suggestions. My role really was to 
play the flute the way I play it, I was given room to develop the ideas and take 
things into my domain a bit which was great” (September 2015). 
It was this atmosphere that I wanted to create for the musicians performing with me 
throughout this performance; an atmosphere where we have a structure to follow but each of 
them has the opportunity to take things into their own “domain.”  I was able to lay out the 
terrain of the arrangement on the cello and the other musicians were free to explore within 
those “landscapes” or creative liminal spaces.  This was an intentional structuring of the sets.  
I intended for the sets to be arranged in such a way that the musicians could add their own 
variations to the melodies if they chose to do so.  I believe that this is resonant with what 
Turner (1969) says about communitas, writing that, 
“It does not merge identities; the gifts of each person are alive to the full, along 
with those of every other person” (Turner 1969, p. 98). 
Through the process of rehearsals, each performer was able to realise their place within the 
realm of this performance and, in reference to the above quote, provide their individual 
talents toward the creation of an environment capable of generating communitas. 
 
Experiencing Communitas 
 Until the creation of this performance I believe that the cello was an instrument seen 
by most people as occupying an inferior/peripheral space within the idiom of Irish traditional 
music.  Then, Thebrowncello which resided on the imagined liminal space on the perceived 
periphery of the tradition was realised into the centre through the communitas generated 
within this performance.  Engaging this community of practice has given me agency as I had 
to provide leadership in this performance in order for communitas to emerge.  Without 
engaging with the other musicians and providing a solid foundation to work on within the 
context of the performance, I do not believe that communitas would have been generated.  
Although she is referring to musical communities within religious orders, I believe that there 
are similarities when Shelemay (2011) writes that, 
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“Individual agency can play a decisive role in a descent community associated 
with a religious order, as a focal point for promulgating dissent, or as the center 
of attention that gives rise to strong feelings of affinity.  One can immediately 
think of the generative role played by leading musicians who, through their 
musical creativity and leadership, established liturgical orders that served as the 
basis for worship communities” (Shelemay 2011, p. 377). 
I believe that this quote loosely describes my agency within the context of this performance 
and how, through my leadership, communitas was able to be generated. 
 
 I believe that this communitas was generated by the contact with the musicians on-
stage during the performance.  I began every set by acknowledging the musicians before we 
began, letting them know that we were ready to begin.  This, I believe, would reassure them 
of my confidence in them as well as myself.  Throughout the arrangements I would also make 
eye contact with the musicians and occasionally smile at them, acknowledging that we were 
experiencing something together which could not be put into words.  I believe that this 
communitas was also evidenced in moments where we are all moving our heads in sync with 
each other on the same beats.  One moment of this is in the second set of the performance 
during “Alice’s Reel” (16:15) when Tadhg, Conor and I have our eyes closed but we are 
moving our bodies together and seem to be enjoying the experience. 
 
  In a journal entry written after watching a recording of the performance, I noted that 
I was watching two of the musicians who were not playing at the time.  This acts as one 
example where I have perceived that communitas was present within this performance. 
“…watching Conor and Conal during this set seems almost as if they’ve been put 
into a meditative state.  That’s how I feel when I’m playing this piece.  It’s a 
soothing chord pattern for me” (excerpt from author’s journal, Brown 2015). 
Through our engagement with the music that is being created, two musicians (Conor and 
Conal) who are not involved in the set of tunes, but who are involved in the performance, are 
also engaged with the performance which I believe can be witnessed throughout the 
performance.  As I watched the recording of the performance, I saw several instances of 
musicians who were not involved in an arrangement smile, nod, bob their heads in rhythm, 
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and show other body language signs that led me to believe that they were experiencing 
communitas along with the performing musicians.  I believe that these instances may be able 
to act as a sample of communitas being experienced by the audience as well, as these 
musicians were not actively part of the set.  However, I did not survey the audience as part of 
the research from this performance because I wanted to focus on the feedback from the 
musicians engaging with me throughout the performance.  I believed that this feedback, 
provided by the musicians, would help to gauge the success of the goal I set for this 
performance.  However, the generation of communitas within a performance as experienced 
by the audience would be a potential area for future research. 
 
When writing about religious pilgrimages, Salamone writes, 
“The journey to sacred shrines, usually undertaken by large groups of religious 
people seeking help at a far away saint’s tomb or birthplace, is an activity in 
which communitas flowers.  Friends are made and a sense of sacredness grows as 
the days of travel go by” (Salamone 2004, p. 99) 
In this same vein, for me this performance acted as Thebrowncello’s “pilgrimage” from the 
borders of the tradition to the centrality.  Therefore, I believe the musicians performing were 
also following on this journey in which we experienced communitas as a group through 
music, transitioning through what Arnold van Gennep (1960) has referred to as the “liminal 
phase” of rites de passage.  According to van Gennep the rites de passage are the, “rites 
which accompany every change of place, state, social position and age,” in which their 
transitions are marked by three phases: separation, margin, and aggregation (van Gennep 
1960, cited in Turner 1967, p. 47).  This resonates with my experience of the liminality of 
Thebrowncello.  Thebrowncello, when residing within the liminal space, belongs to neither 
the tradition of classical music which is where my background of cello playing originated, 
nor does it belong within the idiom of Irish traditional music where I primarily perform.   
 
 I believe that communitas can also be evidenced by the emergence of flow40 that 
occurred between myself and the other performers.  Flow, like the concept of communitas, 
                                                     
40 “’Flow’ is a highly coveted yet elusive state of mind that is characterized by complete absorption in a given 
task as well as by enhanced skilled performance” (Sinnamon 2012, p. 6) 
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cannot be physically evidenced, but it is experienced internally within the musician or 
performer.  I believe that the state of flow can occur without the emergence of communitas, 
as it can happen during a solo performance.  However, I believe that when multiple 
performers or musicians are in a flow state of mind within the same performance, it is 
evidence of communitas.  When I asked Paddy Kiernan if he experienced any sort of flow 
during our performing of “Foggy Mountain Special” (50:30) he responded, 
“I felt a sense of flow during the performance, in particular while engaging in an 
improvisational dialogue with you, which forced me to be fully present to the back 
and forth exchange of musical ideas” (September 2015). 
I believe that this state of flow was reached due to our communication with each other before 
the performance, during rehearsals, and during the performance.  Paddy expanded on this as 
well saying, 
“…being able to communicate with you in rehearsal was of vital importance.  
Learning how to support each other musically in that setting required constant 
experimentation, dialogue, and openness to change while in rehearsal.  The 
improvised nature of the piece required us to be willing to let the piece develop in 
different ways when performed for a live audience, and the clear good-natured 
dialogue we established in rehearsal was of great help in making the performance 
an enjoyable and interactive one” (September 2015). 
I also agree with his response in that our open dialogue and communication helped us to 
prepare ourselves for the live performance in a way that would facilitate a state of flow for 
both of us.  It is this and other states of flow which I believe are evidence of communitas as 
we are sharing a similar state of mind within a shared community of practice. 
 
 Seán O’Dálaigh also mentioned this shared sense of community in his response 
stating, 
“There was a strong sense of community in the sense that we were all there to 
create what it was that you had in mind, and during rehearsals we could suggest 
our own ideas so that way I had more of a part to play in the performance pieces 
themselves than I would have in other performances where we’re told exactly 
what to do.  And obviously if you’re more invested in a piece, like I would have 
been with yours, then that in turn would fuel the creativity” (September 2015). 
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Seán’s response also refers to the rehearsals and the dialogue in which we engaged which 
helped to fuel the creativity in order to create a piece.  For him, his state of flow also 
depended on the familiarity of the musicians he was playing with as well as familiarity with 
the music.  He clarified this by saying, 
“In terms of the flow I felt when playing, you did a good job kind of orchestrating 
that I thought.  You picked musicians who had all played together before or were 
at least familiar with each other’s playing.  That always helps me anyway when I 
want to get into a comfortable groove for a performance” (September 2015). 
 
 Therefore, I believe that flow is also evidence of the communitas which emerged 
within this performance.  It is something intangible and it has to be verbally drawn out of the 
performers to know whether it is there or not, but I believe that it helps to enhance this shared 
sense of community in which communitas is experienced. 
 
Summarising Communitas of Transcending Liminality: (Re)Locating Thebrowncello 
In terms of this performance, I had to provide leadership in order for the sense of 
community to emerge, allowing communitas to flourish.  After I, as the arranger and 
performer, created the initial arrangements for the performance and presented them, by way 
of rehearsals, to the other musicians, we were then working toward an environment capable 
of generating communitas.  This communitas, which emerged in the performance, was then 
experienced by myself and I believe was also experienced by the musicians, including 
Thebrowncello, throughout the performance in the form of our visual communication and 
cues with each other.  This communitas is an experiential feeling for me that existed within 
this performance and my awareness of it emerged through reflection after watching the 
recording of the performance over the course of several weeks.  I believe that the feeling of 
communitas that I experienced is proof of the process of relocating Thebrowncello from its 
liminal space to the centrality of the tradition.  The communitas I experienced in this 
performance blended together the identities of the performers through music which, in turn, 
broke down the borders of what is perceived to be traditional or not.  This facilitated the 
creation of good art and through this art it has shown me that communitas has made 
Thebrowncello malleable, meaning that it allows for the possibility for it to fulfil various 
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roles and spaces within the Irish music tradition such as that of an instrument capable of 
playing melodies or harmonically accompanying. 
 
 
Chapter Summary 
 
 To conclude this chapter examining my first major performance work contributing to 
my research, Transcending Liminality: (Re)Locating Thebrowncello (2015), I would argue 
that it was successful in achieving my desired intentions.  I created a performance work based 
around presenting the process of incorporating a non-native instrument and performer, or 
Thebrowncello, into Irish traditional music.  As I stated throughout this chapter, the 
performance drew from aspects of Scottish traditional music and American folk music, and 
bringing these aspects into Irish traditional music on the cello.  I believe that the critical 
analysis and examination of the preconceived themes behind this performance has also 
contributed toward the process of the Thebrowncello’s inclusion within Irish traditional 
music as it made clear some of the technical challenges that provide resistance to its 
inclusion.  I would also argue that the autoethnographic method of evaluating the 
performance was successful in that it informed what aspects of the performance need to be 
addressed in the next major performance work as it brought forth the concept of communitas.  
I examined how an environment was created through communal engagement with the other 
musicians and how communitas emerged as a result of the creation of this environment.  I 
also addressed how the generation of communitas within the context of this performance 
stimulated the inclusion of Thebrowncello within the context of this performance of mainly 
Irish traditional music.  Other concepts and themes which arose in this chapter such as the 
somaesthetic engagement with the cello, transmission and others, have not been fully 
articulated throughout this chapter, but do offer the opportunity for further exploration as I 
continue to investigate and engage with my creative practice in the future.  However, I feel 
that the concepts that were examined within this chapter are substantial toward the inclusion 
of Thebrowncello into Irish traditional music.  This integration will be explored in-depth 
examination of the next performance work, Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016) which is presented 
in the next chapter. 
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Chapter Five 
Spreagadh: Inspiration and The Stepping Stone 
 
Introduction 
 
 This chapter will examine the creation and execution of the second performance work 
contributing toward my research.  It will begin by describing the creation of this second 
major performance work as well as investigating the challenges in creating a work which 
displays the cello within what I perceive to be the centrality of Irish traditional music.  This 
chapter is informed by a detailed reflexive analysis written in the form of a narrative as I 
reviewed a video recording of the performance two months after it took place.  This detailed 
analysis is located in Appendix III.  This method, as stated by Bartleet (2009), allowed me to, 
“explore the differences between what I thought I was doing in the moment and what I 
perceived myself to be doing in retrospect” (Bartleet 2009, p. 715).  This chapter will then 
analyse reactions to Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016) via interviews that were carried out 
directly after the performance with members of the audience and conducted by volunteers I 
met with prior to the performance.  The analysis of these interviews will present further 
possibilities as to why the cello has not been a mainstream instrument within the Irish music 
tradition until now.  This chapter will conclude by examining the creation of another 
performative output, The Stepping Stone (2017), which emerged through the analysis of my 
autoethnographic findings and the ethnographic interview data.  Whereas the previous 
chapter examined the concept of communitas and its ability to allow Thebrowncello to 
transition through liminal spaces, this chapter will examine the positive effect of ‘failure’ on 
Thebrowncello as well as further examine the processes of conception, realisation, reflection 
and reconception.  The concept of communitas is observed within this chapter, however it is 
primarily examined in relation to the previous performance. 
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Section One: Creating ‘Spreagadh: Inspiration’ 
 
Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016) was a music performance that was inspired by my 
embodiment of the Irish music tradition through Thebrowncello.  The performance 
exemplified my continuous journey of pushing the melodic, harmonic, and rhythmic 
capabilities of the cello through performance.  The first performance work, Transcending 
Liminality: (Re)Locating Thebrowncello (2015), demonstrated the process of incorporating 
the cello into the Irish music tradition through the creative development of techniques from a 
wider world of cello playing, leaving the “butterfly unpinned” as Bannerman (2006) states, 
allowing me to examine this process and to present it as a performance work as it was 
happening.  Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016) displayed, through performance, a cohesive 
integration of these styles of music, as well as the results of analysing the first performance, 
into a newly created Irish traditional style of cello playing.  These performances have been 
created to demonstrate the process of incorporating the instrument into the tradition and, 
ultimately, its integration into the tradition through performance and analysis under the lens 
of practice-based research.  Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016) was performed in Theatre 1 of the 
Irish World Academy at the University of Limerick on the 11th of October, 2016. 
 
Similar to the previous chapter which focused on Transcending Liminality: 
(Re)Locating Thebrowncello (2015), this chapter will begin with presenting brief biographies 
of the performers involved in creating this performance.  The majority of musicians in this 
performance are close friends of mine with whom I have performed in various settings many 
times.  I chose to work with them based on our relationships which I believed would allow 
for a successful display of music and because of their availability for rehearsals.  The 
following biographies were written by the performers and sent to me via email, reflecting the 
musicians’ positions at the time of the performance. 
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Performers 
 
Aisling Drost Byrne – Fiddle 
 
Aisling Drost Byrne is a fiddler from Glencolmcille in 
Southwest Donegal. She started learning from her father 
James Byrne at a young age and has since performed and 
taught throughout Ireland and abroad. Aisling is currently 
in her fourth year of a BA in Irish Music and Dance in The 
Irish World Academy in Limerick (Byrne, personal email, 
2016). 
 
 
Karan Casey – Vocal 
 
Karan Casey has long been one of the most 
innovative, provocative and imitated voices in Irish 
traditional and folk music. Her career has spanned 
twenty five years from the early days as a jazz 
performer in George’s Bistro in Dublin to her heady 
days in New York with the band Solas to her now 
established solo career and she has sold over half a 
million albums. 
 
Karan released her first album with the group Solas, which quickly became the most 
celebrated Irish band in the U.S., and her four years with the group were pivotal. Since 
embarking on her solo career Karan has released 6 solo albums, a duo album (with John 
Doyle), an album for children and numerous contributions to other artists' projects – 
appearing on more than 50 albums in total. She has toured constantly throughout North 
America, Europe and Japan, performing solo, with her own band and with many other diverse 
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artists. Recent years have seen Karan appearing with Folk legends James Taylor, Liam 
Clancy, Peggy Seeger, Mick Moloney and The Dubliners and Imelda May as well as 
performances with Solas, Lunasa, Tim O’Brien and Capercaillie’s Karen Matheson and 
collaborations with pianist/composer Mícheál Ó Súilleabháin and with Breton guitarist Gilles 
le Bigot’s "Voix de la Terre". Other ventures have included The Vallely Brothers Big Band 
and Niall Vallely's “Turas na dTaoiseach/Flight of the Earls” event, which was premiered in 
Belfast's Grand Opera House and later performed in Louvain, Belgium. She was also 
involved in Tommy Hayes’s “Apples in Winter” multimedia project. She presented a 
program on Irish National Television exploring the songs associated with the Irish Labour 
Movement (Casey, personal email, 2016). 
 
Finn Harper – Accordion 
 
A recent graduate of the Irish World Academy at the University of 
Limerick, Finn has become quite established in the world of traditional 
Irish music in terms of performing and teaching. He has toured 
extensively throughout Europe and America and has twice played at the 
infamous Festival Interceltique de Lorient.  Finn has not only made a 
name for himself in terms of his musical career, he is also a successful 
pencil artist specialising in drawing portraits of Irish musicians, singers 
and dancers (Harper, personal email, 2016). 
 
Sharon Howley – Cello 
 
Sharon is a multi-instrumentalist from Kilfenora, Co.Clare, who 
has recently completed the MA in Irish traditional music 
performance at the University of Limerick having graduated 
with an MA in Community Music the previous year. She is a 
member of the Kilfenora Ceilí Band and currently works as 
both a teacher and performer with a number of groups and 
organizations. Sharon's first love is Trad Cello and she is keen 
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to continue to explore and highlight the role of cello within Irish music with Alec in this 
Ph.D. performance (Howley, personal email, 2016) 
 
Felix Morgenstern – Bodhrán 
 
Felix Morgenstern is a percussionist and uilleann piper 
from Berlin, Germany. His interest in Irish Traditional 
Music led him to move to Limerick in 2012, where he 
studied bodhrán with Jim Higgins and uilleann pipes 
with Blackie O’Connell at the University of Limerick. 
Felix has since toured as a musician with Irish music and 
dance show productions in Europe, Russia and China 
and has delivered workshops at home and abroad. He 
holds a BA in Irish Music and Dance from the Irish 
World Academy of Music and Dance, University of Limerick and is currently completing an 
MA in Ethnomusicology at the institution (Morgenstern, personal email, 2016). 
 
Seán O’Dálaigh – Fiddle 
 
Seán O' Dálaigh is a fiddler from Ardnacrusha, Co. 
Clare. Born in Germany to a musical family of 7 he 
moved to Ireland at the age of 3. At a very young age he 
showed interest in learning the fiddle and began lessons 
with Paula McMahon from whom he learnt from for the 
majority of his younger years. Seán began studying the 
BA Irish Music and Dance in UL in 2010 and graduated 
with a first class honours degree in 2014. During his 
time in UL he studied under his first area tutor, Siobhán 
Peoples, as well as many other fiddle players including Tola Custy, John Carty, Niamh 
Dunne, Aidan O' Donnell and many more (O’Dálaigh, personal email, 2015). 
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Conal O’Kane – Guitar  
Conal O’Kane is a guitar player from Philadelphia. He 
moved to Ireland to do the BA in Irish Music and Dance at 
the University of Limerick, and later the MA in Irish Music 
Performance. He tours the world with the band Goitse, as 
well as teaching guitar at the Irish World Academy of 
Music and Dance (O’Kane, personal email, 2015). 
 
Challenges of Creating Spreagadh: Inspiration 
 
Transcending Liminality: (Re)Locating Thebrowncello (2015), as I mentioned in the 
previous chapter, was devised to demonstrate the process of how I was incorporating 
different styles of cello playing in order to create a style of Irish traditional music.  With 
Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016) I wanted to display Thebrowncello as an entity that had been 
integrated into the tradition.   I wanted to show how it has utilised techniques borrowed from 
other traditions, which were displayed in their respective musical styles in the first 
performance, and integrated them into Irish traditional music on the cello.  My goal was also 
to introduce my own compositions into the tradition – tunes that were cello-friendly, meaning 
that they were in keys that suited manoeuvring quickly on the instrument at faster tempos. 
 
 Spreagadh: Inspiration41 was not without its difficulties in the creative phase as well 
as in the rehearsals leading up to the performance.  The work of Bartleet (2009) resonates 
with me very much when documenting the challenges of creating this performance.  In her 
article Behind the Baton: Autoethnographic Writing in a Musical Context (2009), she writes 
about a conversation she has with her partner when reflecting on a recent rehearsal.  
Regarding the rehearsal, Bartleet remarks to her partner, 
“Yeah, there were some things I was happy with and some things I wasn’t happy 
with.  They hadn’t prepared well enough considering we have a concert on the 
weekend” (Bartleet 2009, p. 723) 
                                                     
41 See Appendix II for the complete setlist for Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016) 
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This was a feeling that I had constantly throughout the rehearsals for Spreagadh: Inspiration 
as I believe that the majority of challenges were due to rehearsal time.  Many of the 
musicians had other obligations or paid-work which meant that they could not rehearse 
frequently or when they could rehearse there was a since of urgency or hurriedness 
throughout.  One example of this was that I had never rehearsed “16 Come Next Sunday” 
with Karan Casey until the day of the performance.  I recorded a couple of verses of the song 
on my phone a few weeks prior to the performance in order to get the basic timing of the tune 
and the harmonic structure into my fingers.  However, I wanted to use effects pedals in the 
performance but I did not have the time to rehearse with her until an hour before the 
performance began.  I have detailed this experience in Appendix III. 
 
 Another challenge of this performance involved the transmission of tunes to the 
musicians.  The tunes that I wrote for this performance, “The Black Bell,” “It’s Called a 
Cello, Man!” and “Spreagadh” each had to be taught to the musicians who were playing 
them.  As the Irish music tradition is primarily an oral tradition (Ó Riada, 1982; Breathnach, 
1996; Vallely, 2011) a lot of music is taught by ear, which was the fastest way for me to 
teach my tunes to the performers42.  The first method of transmission I used was to record the 
tunes on my phone and send them to the musicians through email in hopes they would have 
the tunes learned in time for rehearsals.  However, what I found was that many of them either 
did not have the time or simply forgot to learn the tunes before rehearsal.  Therefore, my 
second method of transmission was to teach whichever tune needed work to the musicians 
using the phrase-by-phrase method.  This, as one could imagine, took up a lot of time that 
was needed to work on the arrangements the tunes which was instead focused on basic tune 
learning. 
 
Section Two: Evaluation of Spreagadh: Inspiration 
 
 My overall thoughts on this performance are that it was not up to the standard that it 
should have been.  I do not feel that the quality of the playing that I did was up to my normal 
                                                     
42 As I have worked with many of the performers before, both in and out of academic performance contexts, I 
have knowledge of those who can and cannot read music easily. 
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standard.  There were a few brilliantly shining moments, such as the final set and the way that 
my two tunes were played in the set with “The Orphan.”  However, I cannot shake the feeling 
that I could have done much better performance-wise had I taken more time to rehearse, both 
on my own and with my musicians.  I noted examples of things that I thought went well and 
things that I thought went poorly in the above analysis.  Overall, I believe that the negative 
critiques I have pointed out outweigh the positives. 
 
I believe that time was a key factor here.  I had a deadline set for the performance to 
happen on the 11th of October and, at the time, I thought I would have been able to have 
everything together with my musicians.  However, the time that they could commit to 
rehearsals was limited which caused this rushed feeling, hindering my ability to fall into the 
performance comfortably.  If I had a longer period of preparation before the performance, I 
feel that I would have been able to sift through the things that I did not think worked well, or 
even just been able to touch up on them, in order to present a stronger representation of my 
playing.  For example, there are several instances that I have noted where I was rushing or 
where things started speeding up beyond control, such as when I was playing the tune in “The 
Gypsy Princess,” or accompanying “Ormond Sound,” as well as performing the solo sections 
in “Chocolate Jesus” to name a few.  I believe that more rehearsal time with my musicians, in 
an atmosphere where I was not feeling as if I needed to rush through practices with them, 
would have allowed me to become more comfortable with the material I prepared.  
Throughout this performance, however, I do not feel that a state of flow43 was ever truly 
reached and that I could “let go” and enjoy the moment of performing. 
 
 Because of this, I believe that the same creative liminal space did not exist for me 
within this performance as it did for the last one and, referring to the communitas definition I 
presented in the previous chapter, it emerges when experiencing liminality as a group.  
Therefore, the same type of communitas that was generated in Transcending Liminality: 
(Re)Locating Thebrowncello (2015) did not, in my opinion, appear in this performance.  Lack 
of rehearsal and contact time with the musicians, which I noted earlier, meant that the 
blending of identities which would facilitate breaking down the borders of the Irish music 
tradition and allowing Thebrowncello to thrive was not possible.  This is fundamentally why 
                                                     
43 See Chapter Four 
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I believe the same environment which facilitated communitas in the previous performance 
was not present throughout Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016) to the same extent.  Salamone 
(2004) writes about the experience of communitas when people engage in a collective task 
stating, 
“They may find themselves in flow, that is, they experience a merging of action 
and awareness – a crucial component of enjoyment.  Flow is the holistic sensation 
present when we act with total involvement, with no apparent need for conscious 
intervention on our part.  There is a loss of ego; the self becomes irrelevant.  In 
the group, what is sought and what happens is unity, seamless unity…” (Salamone 
2004, p. 99) 
This is what I believe was missing throughout the majority of this performance due to the 
time constraints which limited the rehearsing capabilities of the musicians accompanying me 
for this performance.  Therefore, for me, there was little flow or release of the self within 
Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016) that would have been evidence of communitas. 
 
 However, this led me to the thought that there would be a better way to display the 
cello’s incorporation, as well as my own incorporation as a cellist, into the centrality of Irish 
traditional music.  This new performance output would further the areas explored in this 
performance as well as the previous performance, Transcending Liminality: (Re)Locating 
Thebrowncello (2015), and create a legacy for both myself and the cello as well as our 
symbiotic relationship.  Throughout this evaluation I regard Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016) as 
somewhat of a ‘failure’, as it was not a performative event that I felt was worthy of 
Thebrowncello.  This was evidenced by the lack of flow that I experienced throughout.  
However, ‘failure’, as I view it in the evaluation of this performance, is a positive and 
motivating factor and acts as a key formative moment within my current performance 
practice.  Dahlin, Chuang and Routlet (2016) write that, 
“Importantly, failures provide valuable learning opportunities: individuals and 
organizations modify their practices to prevent similar future failures to improve 
performance” (Dahlin, Chuang, & Routlet 2016, pp. 2-3) 
Therefore, through the processes of conception, realisation, reflection and reconception my 
debut CD which was entitled The Stepping Stone (2017) was created and will be examined 
later in this chapter.   
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Section Three: Reactions to Spreagadh: Inspiration 
 
 As I mentioned previously, Spreagadh: Inspiration was rooted within Irish traditional 
music, and the purpose of this performance was to display Thebrowncello being integrated 
within what I perceive to be the centre of Irish traditional music.  This section and the next 
will examine the reactions to the Irish traditional cello, first within the context of this 
performance, and then within the broader context of Irish traditional music drawn from four 
questions asked to eleven audience members which were: “What do you think of Irish 
traditional cello?”, “Was that traditional?”, “Was that traditional cello?”, and “Has this 
performance changed your view of the cello?”. 
 
As I stated in the methodology section in Chapter One, these questions were asked by 
four friends I selected prior to the performance.  These friends were Emma Langford, who 
was a student of MA in Community Music at the time, Eibhlin Broderick, now a graduate of 
the MA Irish Traditional Music Performance degree, Brendan McCarthy, who was fourth-
year student of the BA Irish Music and Dance degree at the time, and Ian Bascombe, who 
was in his first year of a traditional research Ph.D.  I chose these friends as interviewees for 
the performance because of their availability on the day of the performance.  These friends 
made it known to me that they would be attending the performance, therefore I knew they 
would be in the theatre.  A difficulty faced with this method of gathering data was that I did 
not have the possibility of asking follow-up questions which might have added clarity to 
some of the responses due to the anonymity of the interviewees. 
 
I met with the interviewers a few hours before the performance and handed each of 
them a sheet of paper which had the four previously mentioned questions on it.  I told them 
that each of them were instructed to ask three members of the audience who attended the 
concert the four questions I provided.  Unfortunately, one of the interviewers was unable to 
attain three interviews as his time was limited, therefore I only have eleven in total.   The 
interviewers used their phones and iPads to record the interviews and then emailed the 
interviews to me either later that evening or the next day.  Two days after the performance, I 
sat and transcribed each of the interviews onto my computer. 
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Why this method of interviewing? 
 I chose this method of carrying out the interviews in an effort to generate mostly 
impartial responses.  However, impartiality is a concept that is increasingly coming in to 
question in many areas of research.  Feminist theorist Deborah Heikes posits that a bias 
paradox44 is emerging in all different areas of research (Heikes, 2004, p. 315).  This paradox 
suggests that we reject notions of impartiality because, as she mentions, “all epistemic 
positions are grounded in the particular, subjective perspectives of communities of cognizers” 
(Heikes, 2004, p. 322).  Heikes posits that impartiality emerges from a Cartesian framework, 
one that requires “a complete detachment from the actual lives of actual knowers” (Heikes, 
2004, pp. 322-323).  This is impossible to achieve in a methodology which requires drawing 
from the experiences of interviewees about an event they witnessed.  Heikes also examines 
Descartes’ views of the Cartesian method stating that, “this method eliminates the influence 
of subjective interests, preferences, personal background, cultural history, material 
circumstances, and so on” (Heikes, 2004, p. 322-323).  However, for these interviews I 
wanted to draw upon the experiences, personal backgrounds and history of the subjects being 
interviewed in order to gain their insight of the performance. 
 
 Thus, I chose this method, not to eliminate impartiality, but to eliminate as much 
potential for personal bias toward me as I could.  For example, if I arrived after the 
performance had concluded, perhaps I would have received different responses from the 
interviewees who might have given responses that they would have thought I wanted to hear, 
but not responses that would necessarily benefit the research.  Therefore, I needed to remove 
myself as a variable in the interview process to remove as much personal bias from the 
interviewees as possible. 
 
I chose only four questions to ask after this performance.  These questions were 
created to gather concise information based on the performance and the presentation of Irish 
traditional cello.  The reason I only chose four is because I wanted to keep the interviews 
                                                     
44 Heikes explains that the bias paradox is a concept that emerges “out of a tension between objectivism and 
relativism” (Heikes, 2004).  For a detailed explanation, see Heikes, 2004, p. 313-332 
143 
 
short and focused to collect a few quick thoughts immediately after the performance.  This 
was also because I did not want to tax the interviewers or the interviewees by asking follow-
up questions.  In doing so, I allowed the interviewees to give unconstrained feedback and the 
freedom to answer the questions as they saw fit, which also helped to slim the chance of 
encountering the bias paradox mentioned earlier.  The responses to these questions will be 
examined under key themes which drive this research including the journey of the cello into 
the Irish music tradition, liminality, and identity.  
 
What do you think of Irish traditional cello? 
 All eleven of the interviewees responded positively to this question and liked the Irish 
traditional cello.  However, interviewees #7 and #8 elaborated on their responses, touching on 
the journey of the cello into the tradition.  Interviewee #7 said that, 
“I like it.  I definitely think it’s got a place, but it is in a funny space between a 
lead instrument and an accompaniment instrument because it doesn’t….because 
of the nature of it I guess…that the ornamentation that makes Irish music Irish 
music is sometimes a little trickier, a little more unwieldly on a cello.  But I think 
it’s good” (#7, 2016). 
This response starts by addressing the “funny” space that the cello occupies between being a 
lead instrument or an accompaniment instrument.  Where the previous liminal space 
mentioned throughout thesis was between the perceived periphery and perceived centrality of 
the Irish music tradition, the interviewee suggests that the liminal, or “funny,” space is 
between accompaniment and lead instrument within the centrality of the tradition.  Further in 
their response, the interviewee addresses ornamentation which is characteristic of Irish 
traditional music (Keegan, 2010).  As I examined in Chapter Two of this thesis, the cello is 
not without its ergonomic limitations which contribute to its limitations in terms of 
ornamentation.  However, I do not have enough information to assess whether the informant 
was specifically critiquing the ornamentation throughout this performance or not.  I interpret 
this as an observation about the difficulties of executing ornamentation on the cello.  
However, a number of people talk about the challenges of playing the cello within Irish 
traditional music. 
 The next interviewee, #8, also brings up the point of limitations on the cello, saying, 
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“It’s also very strange to listen to because of the range.  It’s a very low instrument 
and so hearing alongside a lot of the melody instruments it seems like it doesn’t fit 
in a lot of ways.  At the same time, it’s something you’re not expecting to hear.  So 
when you do hear…it’s like “Oh that’s different.  That’s kind of cool, that’s kind 
of interesting.”  Um, did I actually answer that?  What do I think about the 
traditional Irish cello.  No, I like it anyways” (#8, 2016). 
This is, perhaps, one of the more challenging points on the cello’s journey into Irish 
traditional music.  Range is not listed in Keegan’s The Parameters of Style 
in Irish Traditional Music (2010) nor is it addressed in many other 
academic texts examining Irish traditional music, but perhaps it should be 
listed.  Irish traditional music exists within a set range of pitch considered 
to be ‘the norm’, possibly stemming from the range of instruments that 
have been a part of the tradition for years such as the uilleann pipes, which 
only span 2 octaves, the flute and the fiddle – both which generally stay in this two-octave 
range unless varying the tune (Vallely, 1999).  It is so widely accepted, and expected, that 
instruments play in the treble range, that the range is not addressed when looking at other 
instruments.  This range I refer to is from, approximately, D4 to C6, as shown in figure 36.  
There are exceptions to this in that the fiddle is able to play on their “G” string, which is a 
fourth below the range of the pipes.  Other instruments are also constructed to extend the 
range of playability, such as flat-set uilleann pipes and chromatic keys for the flute, which 
allow them access to notes lower than D4. 
 
 This is not the first time I have experienced apprehension toward the range of the 
cello, however.  During my first year of the program I took an elective class with fiddle 
player and pianist Ryan Molloy, who is also a professor of composition at Maynooth 
University, in an effort to expand my knowledge of bowing tunes on the cello.  Ryan’s 
trepidation with me, or any cellist, playing melodies on the cello mainly dealt with range, 
specifically octave doubling45, 
“Well, octave doubling in a tune is a curious thing.  I mean if you look at Donegal 
fiddle music…where it’s kind of a feature of a certain thing of what they do 
there…and playing down the octave, whenever the fiddles are, say, up high in the 
                                                     
45 Octave doubling, in this context, is when a melody is played exactly one octave below what is already being 
played. 
Figure 36: Standard 
Range of Irish 
traditional Music D4 
to C6 
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second part.  It gives a certain weight to it…and it’s done…it is kind of done for a 
reason.  It’s not always done just because you can.  I mean you wouldn’t octave 
double in all tunes.  But essentially what you’re doing all the time is octave 
doubling…all the time” (April 2014). 
By this, Ryan means that octave doubling, when done on a fiddle, is done as a variation and 
only through part of a tune, not the entire tune which is what it would happen if a cellist were 
to play the melody of a tune at the same time as a fiddle, or other instrument within the 
standard traditional range.   
 
Was that traditional? 
 There is a consensus by all of the interviewees that the performance was either 
traditional or that it contained elements of traditional music.  Interviewee #2 stated that,  
“It had aspects that I wouldn’t consider Irish traditional music incorporated into 
Irish traditional music setting, I would say.  It twisted what is accepted as Irish 
traditional music into something new.  Which…is what tradition is, really.  It’s 
sort of recycling and recycling over and over again” (#2, 2016). 
This seconds what Vallely writes about the characteristics of Irish traditional music, 
“It is music of a living popular tradition.  While it incorporates a large body of 
material inherited from the past, this does not form a static repertory, but is 
constantly changing through the shedding of material, the reintroduction of 
neglected items, the composition of new material, and the creative altering in 
performance of the established repertory” (Vallely, 2011, p. 688) 
From my perspective, what Vallely writes of the repertory “constantly changing” seems to 
echo what the interviewee #2 is talking about when they say that it is “recycling over and 
over again.”  Interviewee #8 also refers to the “living tradition” in their response to the 
question by saying,  
“I think it’s really interesting to talk about the sense of a living tradition and the 
sense that there’s sort of the old traditional but then there’s also, what are people 
doing with traditional music moving forward?  And so I think that it was definitely 
traditional.  I think a lot of the things that wouldn’t be traditional, there’s still 
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precedent for that because it has happened in a lot of other groups that are 
pushing the boundaries of what traditional is…” (#8, 2016) 
Spreagadh: Inspiration, according to these interviewees, could be seen as a performance that 
has addressed many of these mentioned aspects regarding the Irish music tradition.  I 
incorporated tunes into the performance that are long-standing within the tradition, such as 
“Fraher’s Jig,” “The Hole in the Hedge,” and others, as well as including Irish traditional 
ornamentation in the form of cuts, rolls and crans.  I am not saying that this automatically 
means that the entire performance was an example of Irish traditional music, but that I have 
met the criteria of what the informants view as traditional. 
 
I have addressed the possible reasons for the cello’s lack of inclusion into what I 
perceive to be the centrality of the tradition in Chapter Two of this thesis.  However, 
regarding Vallely’s quote, I believe that the cello could be one of the “neglected items” that 
can be reintroduced into the tradition.   Furthermore, I composed new material for the cello 
and included it within this performance, using the tunes “The Black Bell,” “Spreagadh,” and 
“It’s Called a Cello, Man!”.  The arrangement of the entire performance could be perceived 
as the “creative altering” mentioned in the quote above, as I incorporated an instrument that 
has long been on what I believe to be the perceived periphery of the tradition into the 
perceived centrality.  Other musicians and academics, however, could interpret this 
differently, just as I have interpreted the responses of the informants interviewed after this 
performance.  However, from my perspective, and to further on Sean Ó Riada’s metaphor of 
the progress of traditional music in Ireland resembling the flow of a river saying that, 
“Foreign bodies may fall in, or be dropped in, or thrown in, but they do not divert the course 
of the river, nor do they stop it flowing; it absorbs them, carrying them with it as it flows 
onwards,” I believe that I have cast myself and the cello (Thebrowncello) into the river and I 
aspire for it to be absorbed (Ó Riada 1982, pp. 19-20). 
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Was that traditional cello? 
 From my perspective, the culmination of the answers to this question can be 
streamlined by interviewee #2’s response when they said,  
“Again, some of it.  Because some of it was more rag-time(y), jazzy sort of things.  
So a lot of it was, I would say, either based in melody or accompaniment.  Yeah, 
traditional cello, but it also incorporated other aspects of music that Alec 
likes…such as the rag-time and the jazz and everything” (#2, 2016). 
Much like the previous performance, Transcending Liminality: (Re)Locating Thebrowncello 
(2015) that was examined in the previous chapter, there were many examples of fusions in 
Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016) in order to demonstrate the technical abilities of myself and 
the cello and what we are capable of bringing to Irish traditional music.  The elements of 
fusion in which the interviewee, and other participants, noted stem from the nature of my 
practice-based research examining my background and how it has influenced my creative 
process and practice, which has been discussed in the Chapter One of this thesis.  As there is 
no standardised style of Irish traditional cello, which I have mentioned at length in this thesis, 
I have drawn from different musical and cello-playing styles which I have combined to create 
this Irish traditional cello style.  I believe that these fusions are necessary to demonstrate a 
wider range of what the cello is capable of adding as a mainstream instrument within the 
tradition. 
 
Borrowing from Gray’s (2003) article, Performing on and off the stage: The Place(s) 
of Performance in Arts-Based Approaches to Qualitative Inquiry46, Spreagadh: Inspiration 
(2016) was a formal performance set on a stage and embodying lived experiences of music 
documented in the narrative written in Chapter One.  Interviewee #4 alludes to this at the end 
of her response to this question when she stated, “But definitely…it’s from I think different 
backgrounds which gave it this unique sound” (#4, 2016). 
 
                                                     
46 In this article, Gray posits that there are three types of performance; informal performances which represent 
our daily life, semiformal performances such as media interviews, and formal performances such as theatre 
(Gray 2003, p. 256) 
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 Interviewee #7 directs their response to this question to focus on the technical aspects 
of the music that was played, as opposed to the previous two responses regarding the 
concepts behind the arrangements themselves, stating that, 
“If we’re talking within kind of the Irish tradition…there wasn’t like…I guess to 
me what I know of like the tradition of cello in traditional music, especially like…I 
know it as having an older history as associated with Scottish music compared to 
Irish music and as well as with like sort of bluegrass music in the states.  I think 
there was definitely techniques borrowed from kind of what would be the tradition 
of bluegrass cello in American cello playing, but then I think a lot of the 
work…especially in the airs, to me, would be like…would kind of qualify as 
traditional cello especially in the way…that it was more than just kind of playing 
an air that made it traditional, but in the way that it was used with double stops to 
accompany the air the same way that a fiddle might accompany an air or even an 
uilleann piper, something like that so.  I think, yes it was traditional cello” (#7, 
2016) 
From my perspective, this response to the question reiterates the purpose behind my research 
that the cello is not an instrument with a widely known history and place within Irish 
traditional music.  Furthermore, to me this response exemplifies the work displayed 
throughout the previous performance, Transcending Liminality: (Re)Locating Thebrowncello 
(2015), in which I demonstrated the techniques from bluegrass music, such as the chopping 
technique, and the use of the cello within Scottish music (see Chapters Two, Three, and 
Four).  The interviewee also highlights the way that I played airs in the performance, 
emulating double stops in the way that fiddle players do, which enhances the Irishness of the 
cello in this context.  Interviewee #8 also addresses the way that I have borrowed techniques 
and emulated other instruments in order to sound traditional by stating, 
“I don’t know a lot about the history of the cello so as far as I can tell…it sounded 
like a cello trying to sound traditional if that makes any sense.  But definitely also 
pushing the boundaries and trying different things and trying different techniques 
and trying to emulate different sounds and different techniques from other 
traditions as well.  But overall, I would say yes…that would be traditional cello” 
(#8, 2016) 
This response highlights both a lack of awareness of the cello within the Irish music tradition 
before being exposed to this performance, as well as utilising techniques from other musical 
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styles in order to create something new or, from the wording of this response, emulate the 
sound of the tradition.   
 
Has this performance changed your view on the cello? 
  
The responses to this question were six “yes” and five “no.”  However, the 
explanations behind these answers have encouraged me that my playing and performances 
are forging a path for the cello in Irish traditional music, and also encouraging a broader 
acceptance of the instrument within the tradition.  Many of the responses comment about the 
versatility of the instrument, such as interviewee #11 who said, 
“Yes.  It’s increased my love with the cello.  I love hearing it.  I love the sound of 
it and it’s shown me that it’s more versatile than I thought it was” (#11, 2016). 
Another response to this question stated that,  
“No, this performance didn’t change my opinion about the function of the cello 
itself.  But it changed my idea of…the dialogue of the cello with other 
instruments…the way that it doesn’t accompany in a classical string quartet or in 
a(n) orchestra or classical orchestras…” (#9, 2016). 
My interpretation of these two responses is that they allude to the concept of communitas 
which was examined in the previous chapter.  Throughout this performance the symbiotic 
relationship of Thebrowncello generated a space communal engagement between instruments 
well-known in the idiom of Irish traditional music and the cello by creating a “relational 
quality of full, unmediated communication” between them with the intention of showing the 
integration of the cello into this genre (Turner, 2004, p. 97).  Judging from the response of 
interviewee #9, I believe that the audience was able to perceive the generation of communitas 
between the performers despite not experiencing it myself.  The communitas generated 
through this performance is similar to the one referred to in the previous chapter which was 
generated through the performance and is accepting of the cello within Irish traditional music, 
outside of its traditional place in Western art ensembles, and nourishes the dialogue between 
traditional instruments and the cello.  In the sets where I was primarily accompanying, I was 
able to create a foundation of groove for the musicians to lock in with in order to expand 
upon the melodies of the tunes.  This created a dialogue between the instruments and 
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musicians as we engaged with the grooves I was able to create.  In the sets where I primarily 
played melody, I was part of the group locking in with the groove set up by the accompanists.  
This sense of dialogue between musicians and instruments within an ensemble context is one 
that I have found to be very powerful and is one that allows for the possible generation of a 
state of flow (Sinnamon 2012, p. 6). 
 
 Other responses to this question focused on enhancing an existing view or experience 
that the interviewees had with the cello.  For example, interviewee #2 said, 
“Yes….um.  I’ve always sort of…I really liked the voice of the cello…the sound 
that it has and I’ve always liked hearing it in the new and…not really explored 
settings.  I wouldn’t really say that it’s changed my view on the cello but it’s 
encouraged what I like about the cello…the sounds that I like, the music that I like 
about the cello and reinforced other stuff.  Yeah, I really liked it.  I just really 
enjoyed it” (#2, 2016). 
In this response, the interviewee focuses on the sound of the cello, specifically in settings that 
they deemed “new” and “not really explored,” which was one of the main aspirations of this 
performance.  Through the creation of my own compositions for the cello, such as “The 
Black Bell” and “It’s Called a Cello, Man!” I was able to display the voice of the cello in a 
register that would complement the sounds of the other instruments playing while featuring 
the cello as a melodic instrument.  These tunes were created thanks to the discussion I had 
with Ryan Molloy years ago about how traditional music was not set within the comfortable 
register of the cello, which I briefly mentioned earlier.  Therefore, I composed tunes within 
this register to adapt the tradition to a comfortable range on the cello. 
 
 Another response which supports my aim of forging a path for myself and the cello 
within the Irish tradition states,  
“I haven’t heard a lot of Irish cello.  I have heard a little bit and it did kind of fit a 
lot of what I’ve heard.  And the things he did differently, like with the pedals and 
with some of the accompaniment things…I’ve heard that idea in different forms.  
So…did it change my view on the cello? I wouldn’t say necessarily.  It definitely, I 
guess, gave me more aural experience with traditional cello, which like I said I 
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hadn’t heard a lot of it.  But, I guess opening my view to being ‘yeah, I guess the 
cello could be a traditional instrument’” (#8, 2016). 
The last part of this response is one of the most relevant to the goal of this Ph.D. which is to 
broaden the view of the cello in order for it to be seen as an instrument within Irish traditional 
music.  As the interviewee states, they have seen the accompaniment techniques utilised in 
different forms, perhaps in bluegrass or Scottish traditional music, but not within the context 
of Irish traditional music.  However, the last statement, “yeah, I guess the cello could be a 
traditional instrument,” for me, validates one of the rationales behind this performance which 
was to explore the potential of the cello as an instrument within the Irish music tradition.  
 
Section Four: The Stepping Stone 
 
 Although the reviews of the performance given by the interviewees were very 
positive, I feel that there was more potential for development than what was displayed in this 
performance.  As I explained in the “Evaluation of the Performance” section of this chapter, I 
did not feel Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016) accurately displayed the potential of 
Thebrowncello within the idiom of Irish traditional music and felt that it could have been 
better overall.  Therefore, after conferring with my supervisors, the idea was suggested that I 
could create an album of Irish traditional music performed on the cello.  Through this 
medium, I could explore the full capabilities of Thebrowncello within the tradition, as well as 
expand on the performances from the last two years.  Creating an album would also allow me 
the time to arrange and fully rehearse sets to be recorded, and avoiding the problems I 
discovered when reflecting on Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016).  Overcoming these problems 
throughout the creation of the album will be addressed further in this chapter.  Within the 
context of Irish traditional music, there has not yet been an album created using the 
techniques that Thebrowncello has demonstrated in the previous performances.  There have 
been albums for solo cello released within the tradition which I mentioned in Chapter Two of 
this thesis.  However, their use of the cello is not the same as my own.  The purpose of this 
album would not only be to show an integration of the cello within the idiom of Irish 
traditional music, but to also provide an opportunity for Thebrowncello to leave a mark on 
the tradition through recognition from fellow musicians, colleagues, and others.  I believe that 
releasing an album provides an opportunity to reach a broader audience as it can be 
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distributed internationally in both physical and digital formats47.  This greatly differs from the 
two live performances written about in this thesis as they only reached a relatively small 
audience in comparison.  Also, there are fundamental differences between a live performance 
and the creation of an album which I will explore in this chapter through the lens of liminality 
and communitas.  Furthermore, the creation of this album would help further my career as a 
solo Irish traditional cellist. 
 
In this thesis I have engaged with the concept of communitas and how it has 
facilitated the performance practice of Thebrowncello.  Chapter Four examines several 
factors which I believe contribute to creating an environment capable of generating 
communitas within a performance such as communal engagement and having an open 
dialogue with the performers.  Throughout the following sections I will expand upon this 
within the context of creating The Stepping Stone (2017).  I believe that this album presents a 
different type of communitas which was generated through the recording process and 
captured throughout this album.  This different type of communitas is examined throughout 
the following sections.  However, this is only my experience of generating communitas and 
presents many opportunities for future investigation, alluding to Salamone’s (2004) statement 
that, 
“The presence of communitas in music and change of consciousness in groups are 
two themes in need of further study” (Salmone 2004, p. 100). 
 
Distinguishing Between Spaces 
 
 In the previous chapter of this thesis I defined the concept of liminality and explained 
how it has the possibility to generate communitas.  In that chapter I explained how 
communitas can emerge when liminality is experienced as a group.  However, now I believe 
it is necessary to distinguish between what I believe are different types of liminal spaces.  I 
refer to ‘space’ throughout this section as a context or a set of conditions that allow for 
change.  Within the context of liminality space is not a static thing, but it is a set of conditions 
that are transformative.  As this research progressed, I discovered that there are multiple types 
                                                     
47 For an account on the impact of recording on traditional music see Keegan-Phipps (2013) and Bayley (2010). 
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of liminal spaces: conceptual liminal spaces, physical liminal spaces, and virtual liminal 
spaces.  Each of these spaces are informed by community and contain my agency as a vital 
element.  However, my agency is manifested in different ways depending on the liminal 
space.  An example of this is my journey from the borders of Irish traditional music to the 
core involves a conceptual liminal space as opposed to physical liminal spaces involved in 
creating and arranging a performance.    
 
Conceptual Liminal Spaces 
 
We organise our musical world through concepts of genre.  Therefore, most of us 
have seen how these conceptual genres can develop and change over time.  This is the reason 
why I call these spaces conceptual liminal spaces – based on the assumption that these music 
genres exist and that they can move.  One example of a conceptual liminal space is a space 
that I examined in Chapter Two, while referring to the work of Dowling (2014), which was 
the space between Irish traditional music and classical music.  This space is what I will now 
refer to as a conceptual liminal space.  This conceptual liminal space is one that I refer to 
throughout this thesis when examining the transition of Thebrowncello from what I perceive 
to be the periphery of Irish traditional music to the perceived centrality.  Whereas personal 
and virtual liminal spaces have a greater immediacy for the creative practice of 
Thebrowncello, conceptual liminal spaces can be created through the identification of 
different styles of music.  The identification of a core and periphery within the idiom of Irish 
traditional music that Dowling (2014) writes about is an ideal example of the emergence of a 
conceptual liminal space.  Dividing a tradition of music from a whole to having a core and 
periphery creates a space between these two divisions, creating a conceptual liminal space 
where identity is brought into question.  Questions can be asked such as, “What belongs in 
the core and what belongs in the periphery?”  This also brings into light the existence of 
borders between traditions, separating what can be identified as Western art music and what 
can be identified as Irish traditional music.  Conceptual liminal spaces are unaffected by my 
personal engagement and exist regardless of who participates within them.  Therefore, I 
believe that conceptual liminal spaces are communally defined, whereas the other liminal 
spaces that I will examine involve more personal engagement.  For example, if I stop 
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engaging with Irish traditional music, the idiom of traditional music will continue to have a 
core and periphery, thus still maintaining the conceptual liminal space. 
 
Physical Liminal Spaces 
 
 Physical liminal spaces are liminal spaces which can surround performative events.  I 
believe that these liminal spaces are created within physical settings such as performance 
events.  These spaces have more of a personal engagement and are informed by my musical, 
cultural, and lived-experiences.  These liminal spaces involve communal engagement in 
culturally and physically constructed places, but they contend to be more dominated by my 
own agency within these environments.  They are created by my creative engagement with 
Thebrowncello and exist within performative events (physical liminal spaces) as well as 
within the context of digital recordings (virtual liminal spaces).  When writing on aesthetic 
experience in music Gaston (1963) states that, 
“To each musical experience is brought the sum of an individual’s attitudes, 
beliefs, prejudices, conditionings in terms of time and place in which he has lived.  
To each response, also, he brings his own systems, with their distinctive attributes.  
He brings, in all of this, his total entity as a unique individual” (Gaston 1963, p. 
62). 
 
 Within the scope of this research, I believe that liminal spaces, such as the ones I 
classified as physical and virtual, can occur at a variety of different times.  These liminal 
spaces are generated because of my actions as opposed to conceptual liminal spaces which 
are predefined, such as the conceptual liminal space between Irish traditional music and 
Western art music.  One example of a physical liminal space appeared when listening to 
recordings of my two major performance works.  Although I was reflecting on the quality of 
these performances at the time, I was also subconsciously entering a creative liminal space in 
which I could critique and alter certain aspects of tune sets should I perform them in the 
future.  Regarding the quote above, this physical liminal space was informed by my total 
entity as a unique individual.  My personal taste when it comes to the quality of the music I 
have created and the music I listen to is informed by lived experience and, thus, informs 
Thebrowncello.  This allows me to critique Thebrowncello’s music within bounds of this 
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creative liminal space, as well inform what this entity could improve upon.  Liminal spaces 
occurring within the process of creating the album will be examined in the next subsection of 
this chapter. 
 
 Although conceptual liminal spaces and physical liminal spaces exist independently, 
they also intertwine to inform my creative practice.  Conceptual liminal spaces provide the 
framework in which Thebrowncello exists as well defining the processes that occur within 
the physical liminal spaces.  Conceptual liminal spaces aid the creation of aesthetic ideas 
such as the creation of accompaniment techniques, groove, and stylistic choices such as tone, 
phrasing, ornamentation, etc.   
 
 Before I continue I believe it is important to note that I am using these forms and 
distinctions between liminal spaces as they address the needs of my research.  I believe that it 
is possible for many other liminal spaces to exist and processes which can emerge from them 
other than communitas.  For example, researchers have explored liminality when examining 
geographic borders (see Fourney 2013), architecture (see Sftinteş 2012), literature (see Engel 
2017), and more.  However, I believe that the forms I am discussing now are imperative to 
this research and have not been examined to this extent thus far. 
  
 Throughout this thesis I refer to the imagined space between Western art music and 
Irish traditional music, which I have now classified as a conceptual liminal space.  In the 
previous chapter of this thesis I defined the concept of liminality and liminal spaces, as well 
as labelling the space between these two genres as an example of a liminal space I have 
encountered.  At the time this is how I viewed the concept of liminal spaces.  However, I 
believe that I must redefine liminal spaces so that they can encompass these new types of 
liminal spaces that are now emerging.  Liminal spaces are spaces that exist during the process 
of midtransition (Salamone 2004, p.98).  However, Salamone does not imply that they are 
productive and creative spaces which need creativity to exist.  For example, Turner’s 
examination of the Chihamba patients as they transitioned from illness to health did not 
involve creativity, but the limen, or threshold, between sickness into health was still crossed.  
Therefore, in order for liminality to exist there needs to be a starting point of transition, such 
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as sickness, and a finishing point, such as health.  Also, I believe that it is important to 
mention that liminality has the potential to develop a creative space, but that is not the nature 
of liminality itself.  Furthermore, Boyce-Tillman (2009) thoroughly describes the 
characteristics of experiencing liminality within music, stating that, 
“A limen that is crossed from ordinary knowing especially in the space/time 
dimension; a sense of encounter; a paradoxical knowing so that diversity can exist 
within it easily; a sense of empowerment, bliss, realization; a sense of the beyond, 
infinity; a feeling an opening-up in the experiencer as boundaries that start to 
dissolve; a sense of transformation, change; an evanescent and fleeting quality 
that cannot be controlled and which may result in a sense givenness; a feeling of 
unity with other beings, people, and the cosmos” (Boyce-Tillman 2009, p. 189). 
I believe that Boyce-Tillman’s description of crossing a limen within music is also very 
similar to the state of flow (Salamone 2004; Sinnamon 2012) which I have examined earlier 
in this chapter and which will be addressed further when I explore the process of creating The 
Stepping Stone (2017). 
 
Virtual Liminal Spaces 
 
 When engaging with the concepts of liminality and communitas within the context of 
the two main performances of this research, I noted how they emerged through contact with 
the musicians in rehearsals and live performances.  My understanding of liminality is that it is 
a phenomenon that is ongoing during a ‘rite of passage’, therefore it is a state which is 
ongoing until the passage is complete.  Turner’s examination into the healing ritual of the 
Ndembu of Zambia implies that he observed liminality within a singular physical space and 
that it was temporally continuous (Salamone 2004).  Turner observed the period of liminality 
from when a patient was ill until the outcome of them becoming healthy.  Therefore, the state 
of liminality was ongoing until a result formed.  Therefore, I believe that he focused on 
liminality as a process and the resulting communitas emerged from these liminal spaces.  
  
 However, unlike Turner I posit that virtual liminal spaces exist which exist outside of 
a temporal nature, nor do their agents and actors have to be in the same location and times 
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during the manifestation of these spaces.  My understanding of the term I am entitling a 
virtual liminal space is that it is a liminal space that loses its temporal nature, happening in 
and out of time.  In my experience they largely exist within the online digital realm through 
mediums such as emails, text messages, Dropbox, etc. as well as when reflecting on 
audio/video recordings of performances.  My previous experiences of liminality and 
communitas examined within this thesis note that they occur together, either through 
rehearsal or performance, when the performers and I are together in the same physical space 
(See Chapters Four and Five).  However, as I will examine in the following section, recording 
of The Stepping Stone (2017) took place over many days and in different locations.  For 
example, much of the album was recorded in a live setting meaning that all the musicians 
were recording parts together at the same time.  However, there were moments when an 
overdub of a part was necessary due to a mistake that might have been made.  In this example 
whichever performer made a mistake or needed to record a different version of the part would 
play with the pre-recorded track and record their part separately. 
  
 However, this virtual liminal space is not restricted to the performance aspect of 
recording the album.  After the recording was completed, I worked with the engineer to mix 
the album at his personal studio in Killaloe, County Clare.  This happened two weeks after 
recording the tracks had been completed.  During this two-week period the virtual liminal 
space existed within my mind as I listened to the unedited mixes of the tracks to determine 
how I wanted each track to sound.  The virtual liminal space also existed online as the 
unmixed tracks were sent to me via email.  By way of these virtual liminal spaces I could 
imagine multiple possibilities for the outcome of each track and for the overall sound of the 
album.  Through my visits to the engineer to mix the album, the outcome of the virtual 
liminal space began to materialise and the transition between the album being an idea and 
being a manifestation came to an end.  These virtual liminal spaces also present me with 
greater agency as I am the one determining when and where they occur throughout the 
recording process.  I believe that my success comes from generating communitas with the 
performers through these virtual liminal spaces which I have been able to construct 
deliberately as an individual.  After all, communitas occurs when liminality is experienced as 
a group and therefore their engagement within the virtual liminal space that I have 
constructed was crucial toward the generation of communitas (Salamone 2004).  The 
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following section will examine the process of creating The Stepping Stone (2017) and follow 
with an examination of the communitas generated during the recording process.  
 
Creating The Stepping Stone 
  
I will now present a narrative producing an account of the development and 
completion of this project that is contextualised by the concept of liminality introduced in the 
previous section.   
 
Selecting the Material 
 
 This section will rationalise why I chose the material presented on this album.  
Through the selection of this material I am attempting to construct the boundaries and 
structure of the liminal space within which I will work.  To present a metaphor about this 
process, it is like building a house.  The materials that you want to build with have to be 
selected first.  Then, you structure it and make the framework for the interior by putting up 
walls.  After the outside structure is assembled, you can begin to get creative with the interior 
which is the creative liminal space in which I can create work.  Extrapolating from this 
metaphor, the liminal spaces need these walls or structure to exist in order to contain them so 
that they can be effective.  If there is no boundary to the liminal space, then it is no longer a 
liminal space as there are no boundaries to differentiate it from any other space. 
 
 As this was going to be my debut album of Irish traditional music on the cello, I 
wanted to rework certain sets from the performances.  As I noted throughout the evaluations 
within this chapter and the previous chapters of this thesis, some sets I thought were very 
positive and others were not.  With this in mind I took the programs of both Transcending 
Liminality: (Re)Locating Thebrowncello (2015) and Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016) and 
began to circle the sets that I thought should be on the album.  As none of the songs in either 
of the performances were traditional songs, I thought it would be best to leave those off the 
album.  “Skippin’ in the Mississippi Dew” (Brown 2015) from my first performance is an 
American folk song and “Chocolate Jesus” (Brown 2016) from my second performance is a 
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blues song written by Tom Waits.  I wanted to create an album of contemporary traditional 
music on the cello and I believe that including these two songs would have seemed out of 
place.  Honestly, I was also not ready to have my voice recorded on an album for the world to 
hear.  I also decided against including the autoethnographic composition, “Transcending 
Liminality” (Brown 2015), as I thought it would disrupt the flow of an album containing 
mostly traditional tunes.  I also believe that “Transcending Liminality” (Brown 2015) is a 
piece that requires context and explanation in order for the meaning behind it to be realised 
and is best presented in a live performance context rather than a recorded track.  This is 
another example of the conceptual liminal space informing the creative process with relation 
to the creation of an album of Irish traditional music. 
 
 An overarching philosophy behind the creation of this album was that I did not want it 
to be a synthesis of my two performances blended into one artistic output.  However, a virtual 
liminal space emerged as I listened to my previous performance material and began to 
organise the album in my mind with how I wanted the overall album to sound.  I wanted to 
create tracks that would demonstrate a unique and diverse use of the cello within Irish 
traditional music, showing its ability to engage and blend with other instruments recognised 
within the tradition.  I believe that this is demonstrated through a masterful use of 
accompaniment techniques and melodic playing acquired over a lifetime of performing on the 
cello.  I also wanted the album to contain music that I enjoy playing.  This could be in the 
form of the walking bass line found in “The Dresden/Julia Delaney” (Brown 2017) track or in 
the slow and heavy contemporary interpretation of the tune “The Ashplant” found on “The 
Ashplant Cometh” (Brown 2017).  In Chapter Three of this thesis I examined Neil Martin’s 
influence on Thebrowncello and how he explained that he wanted to play music which 
satisfied him and made him feel a sense of accomplishment.  That was what I was striving for 
when selecting and arranging the tracks for this album.  I wanted to select tracks that I would 
be proud to listen back to and to perform for an audience. 
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However, as I stated 
previously the analyses of the 
two performances examined in 
this thesis did contribute 
toward the creation of this 
album.  Chang (2008) writes 
about the process of data 
analysis and interpretation, 
stating that it allows you to 
“zoom in on the details of 
your life and zoom out to the 
broad context,” which I 
believe I have done by way of 
this album (Chang 2008, p. 
137).  I was able to zoom in on key musical aspects of the performances and pinpoint ideas 
that I believed were successful and not successful, and then rework them into a set for the 
album which I believe to be better than the original. For example, the set from my first 
performance which consisted of, “Wee Michael’s March/Gr for Gaorsach/A Tune for the 
Girls” (Brown 2015) had the middle tune replaced with “The Black Bell” (Brown 2017).  
Musically, I believe that this set of tunes flows better as an arrangement with “The Black 
Bell” (Brown 2017) instead of the “Gr for Gaorsach” (Brown 2015).  However, I could not 
perform the set this way for Transcending Liminality: (Re)Locating Thebrowncello (2015) 
because I had not yet written “The Black Bell” (Brown 2017). Therefore, the album also 
afforded me the opportunity to try out different tunes in sets that I did not have the chance to 
before as well as introducing my own compositions into the canon of traditional music.  The 
full track list of The Stepping Stone (Brown 2017) is shown in figure 37.  Once I created the 
full track list of this album and had it written down, the transition of this album from a virtual 
liminal space to a physical manifestation began. 
 
 
 
Figure 37: The back panel of The Stepping Stone (Brown 2017) 
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Recording The Stepping Stone (2017) 
 
 The recording process of The Stepping Stone 
(2017) began on the 24th of March, 2017.  The plan for 
that day was to arrange Theatre One in the Irish World 
Academy to into a room capable of recording multiple 
musicians at the same time.  This involved bringing in 
chairs from the lobby of the building into the theatre in 
order to create space between the sound of the various 
instruments so that the sound from one instrument does 
not bleed into the microphone of another instrument.  
A photo of this arrangement is shown in figure 38.  
After the room was arranged, the sound engineer, Dave 
O Brien, began testing out microphones on each 
instrument in order to determine which microphones 
he thought would sound best on each instrument.  After 
this was determined, the recording process began. 
 
 I must note that before each of these tracks on the album were recorded, they existed 
only within a virtual liminal space similar to that of the album itself.  They were recorded 
from a previous performance or rehearsal and were rehearsed based on those recordings to 
become a more polished version of their previous forms.  Therefore, their final forms did not 
exist until the album was completed.  As I will examine further in this section, it is from these 
virtual liminal spaces in which communitas was generated during the recording process. 
 
I will not detail the recording process of each of the tracks on this album in my thesis 
as the overall process was the same.  After a track was recorded, we would all listen back to 
the recording and write down or mentally reflect on what we thought or could not be better.  
Then, we would record that same track again until we all agreed on one that was the best.  If 
overdubbing on a track needed to be done, we would wait until the end of the day to single 
out what instrument would need to play their part again.  As I will address further in this 
chapter, I took the role as the band leader or producer during this time, addressing changes 
Figure 38: Theatre One of the Irish World 
Academy throughout the recording of The 
Stepping Stone (2017) 
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that I thought would need to be made throughout the recording process which I believe 
helped facilitate the generation of communitas throughout these virtual liminal spaces.  These 
changes ranged from adding additional overdubs on to tracks such as additional cello and 
fiddle lines on “The Ashplant Cometh” (Brown 2017) to the overdubbing and determining 
which of flute solos to use on “The Dresden Reel / Julia Delaney’s” (Brown 2017).  The 
possibility of having these overdubs available and for me to pick and choose what I thought 
were the best option during the mixing stage furthers the virtual-ness of this liminal space 
until the final version of the track was formed. 
 
All of the tracks for the album, except for three, were recorded between the 24th 
through the 26th of March 2017.  Two other tracks for the album, “Lonesome Jig / Jig Jazz / 
Alice’s” (Brown 2017) and “The Dresden / Julia Delaney” (Brown 2017), were recorded on 
the 17th of April 2017 in the same location.  Finally, my solo track “Spreagadh” (Brown 
2017) was recorded on the 21st of April 2017.  Between and after these recording dates, the 
virtual liminal space that emerged during the recording process of the album shifted from 
existing within the theatre during the process to manifesting itself digitally on Dave O Brien’s 
computer, which he then emailed to me.  Within this virtual liminal space, Dave and I were 
able to listen to the raw and unmixed tracks to determine what kind of sound each track was 
going to have as well as the overall sound of the album.  The importance of this virtual 
liminal space is that it existed in two different locations – wherever Dave chose to listen to 
the tracks and wherever I chose to listen to them.  It was also capable of being suspended 
temporally, meaning that we could listen and make decisions on the album at different times.  
We could literally press the “pause” button and suspend the virtual liminal space until we 
were ready to revisit it. 
 
This virtual liminal space also existed throughout the mixing process of the album, 
though it differed from the virtual liminal space during the recording process.  The album was 
mixed over the course of a few days in May of 2017 at Dave O Brien’s personal home studio 
in Killaloe, County Clare.  Dave and I both came into the first session of mixing with ideas 
written down of how we thought certain tracks should sound overall, as well as changes in 
takes that we thought needed to be made.  Dave stated that, 
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“It was a really standard mixing process.  You sent me examples of artists and 
albums that you wanted your own to sound like and then I tried to treat your 
tracks with the same amount of EQ and effects that those albums have.  It made 
for an easier first session because we didn’t have to do the whole ‘what do you 
want to sound like?’ game.  You came in with really clear ideas as well, which 
made the overall process of mixing quite painless” (O Brien, personal 
communication, 2017). 
The mixing process is where our two virtual liminal spaces combined.  Dave made notes on 
certain tracks that he thought needed a certain amount of editing, asking me if something was 
a mistake or if it was intended, and I was able to tell him things such as if I thought a certain 
amount of reverb one track was too much or not.  He also started the process before I arrived 
at his house, as he stated in the above quote.  He listened to albums which I suggested that I 
thought had a sound which resembled something I wanted my album to sound like.  I believe 
that this is another important thing to note about virtual liminal spaces – they can be 
separated, such as when Dave and I listened to the tracks independently and made out our 
own notes, and then they can be combined to further the process of transition.  In this case, 
our virtual liminal spaces combined, taking notes from both of our experiences and 
reflections on the recorded tracks and merging them during the process of mixing the album.  
Once the mixing process was complete, the virtual liminal space came closer to manifesting 
itself into the album.  The mixed tracks were sent to Richard Dowling at WAV Mastering 
Limerick to be mastered.  Richard and Dave communicated back and forth with each other 
via email, which brought Richard into this virtual liminal space toward the end of the 
transition.  Their communication helped to polish the tracks on the album.  For example, 
Richard would ask Dave to change a parameter on some of equalisation of an instrument so 
that it would not be distorted once the overall album had been mastered.  After the album was 
mastered, the virtual liminal space began to move toward completion as the physical album 
was soon to be created. 
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 Artwork for the album was done 
by my friend in the United States, Matt 
TerAvest.  Matt’s unique style of 
painting traditionally involves painting 
people of different ethnicities, normally 
with more than two hands, and their face 
expressing heavy emotion.  The idea 
that I worked out with him over the 
phone was that I wanted it to involve my 
cello and my hands, as well as not 
including my face.  Other than that, I 
wanted him to have the creative freedom 
to do whatever he envisioned for this 
album cover, as he and I have a very close 
bond and I trusted him to create something that would be to both of our liking.  The result of 
this was the stunning artwork shown in figure 39. 
 
The name behind this album came from a question that the late Michael Ó 
Súilleabháin48 asked me during a presentation in my second year of this research.  Mícheál 
asked, “What if, at the end of your research, you haven’t forged a new path for the cello in 
Irish traditional music?”  My response was, “If I can’t forge a new path, then at least I can be 
a stepping stone.”  That is the intention behind the creation of this album and is the reason 
that I wrote, “This album has been my dream for a long time.  Thank you for letting me share 
it with you.  I hope that it acts as a stepping stone, not only for other cellists, but for anyone 
with a desire to create something new and against the grain,” inside the album tray (Brown 
2017)49. 
 
As you can see, the virtual liminal spaces surrounding the creation of this album 
involved many different people at various different times, making it temporally irregular.  It 
                                                     
48 Mícheal Ó Súilleabhain was Chair of Music and Founding Director of the Irish World Academy of Music and 
Dance at the University of Limerick. Noted for his development of a uniquely Irish traditional piano style, he 
recorded extensively with the Irish Chamber Orchestra (The Contemporary Music Centre Ireland n.d.). 
49 See Appendix III for the full album artwork and information 
Figure 39:  Full artwork for The Stepping Stone (2017) created 
by Matt TerAvest, without the album details. 
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began with the assembling of tracks that I thought would work well on an album.  Then, it 
opened wider to include all of the performers and to Dave who all contributed to the 
recording process.  Afterward, it narrowed itself to only include myself and Dave through the 
mixing process when we listened to mixes independently and then combined our notes.  
Throughout the mastering process, it mostly involved Richard and Dave who only involved 
me after a sample of the mastered album had been completed.  I believe this demonstrates the 
uniqueness of this new type of liminality which I have examined throughout the process of 
creating this album.  It can expand itself to include or exclude certain actors, depending on 
their necessity, as well as being temporally irregular and not having to exist at all times.  The 
following section will examine the creation of communitas which emerged from the virtual 
liminal spaces during the creation of this album.  
 
Generating Communitas 
 
I will now engage with the same narrative with more perspective focusing toward the 
concept of communitas.  Reflecting on making this album, I believe that the creation of an 
environment capable of generating communitas was my intention although this was 
unbeknownst to me at the time.  Throughout the creation of this album, I wanted to create an 
environment similar to, but not exactly mirroring, the first performance.  I also wanted to 
address some of the challenges I encountered after reflecting upon both Transcending 
Liminality: (Re)Locating Thebrowncello (2015) and Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016).  To 
facilitate this environment, I chose to utilise musicians from both performances whom I enjoy 
performing with.  This enjoyment stems from our personal relationships combining with our 
musical tastes and abilities.  Time was also a very important factor toward creating this 
environment as I discovered from the analysis of Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016).  When 
examining the presence of communitas, Salamone (2004) writes that, 
“As for the concrete circumstances, they can be found when people engage in a 
collective task with full attention.  They may find themselves in a flow, that is, they 
experience a merging of action and awareness – a crucial component of 
enjoyment.  Flow is the holistic sensation present when we act with total 
involvement, with no apparent need for conscious intervention on our part” 
(Salamone 2004, p. 99). 
166 
 
I believe that adequate preparation and rehearsal time as well as a relaxed recording 
environment were the concrete circumstances which allowed all of the performers to engage 
in the recording process with full attention in reference to the above quote.  I will expand on 
this throughout this section. 
 
I contacted the musicians whom I wanted to work with on this project in January of 
2017.  I presented them with the idea that I wanted to record an album with the intention of 
displaying the cello within the idiom of Irish traditional music.  As most of them had been 
involved in the two previous performances, they had an idea of what I would be asking of 
them in terms of the creative process and rehearsals.  However, because the communication 
with these musicians was primarily through email or text message, I believe the start of a new 
liminal space began to emerge which was that of a virtual liminal space which I examined in 
the previous section of this chapter.  These mediums of communication were utilised more 
during the creation of this album than the previous two performances as I was able to send 
recordings of arrangements used within the performances and indicate what I intended to 
keep and what I intended to change.  Within this space I could also imagine many different 
possibilities and combinations of arrangements to record because of the variety of musicians I 
had available to me, despite my lack of physical contact with the musicians.  It was from this 
virtual liminal space that The Stepping Stone (2017) was created. 
 
The concept of time is also different when recording an album than it is when 
preparing for a performance.  As much of the music to be recorded for the album was already 
arranged and recorded from the two major performances, the musicians’ time could be spent 
familiarising themselves with the prearranged material instead of spending time arranging 
new works.  This allowed for weeks of preparation and rehearsals with musicians in an 
atmosphere that was relaxed as the musicians were not under the same time constraints as 
they were in preparation for Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016).  As I mentioned previously, the 
schedule of recording consisted of three days in March with the large ensemble groups 
consisting of Conal O’Kane, Aisling Drost Byrne, Seán O’Dálaigh, Finn Harper and Dermot 
Sheedy50.  One more recording day was scheduled in April to record two tracks with Conor 
                                                     
50 Dermot Sheedy is a percussionist from Clare who plays the drum kit and bodhran.  At the time of recording 
this album he was also my housemate. 
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Crimmins, Tadhg Ó Meachair and Niall Keegan.  Finally, one day was scheduled in late 
April to record the solo cello track.  Spacing the recording days out was not only due to the 
schedules of the musicians’ availability, but it also gave me space to think about the 
arrangements and if I felt that any overdubbing needed to happen. 
 
During the recording process we were provided with headphone mixes of each 
instrument while recording which I believe was also helpful in creating a relaxed 
environment during the recording process.  Being able to hear each instrument as well as 
myself also allowed me to relax as I did not have to struggle to hear a cue from another 
instrument, for example.  This is different from a live performance in that we are recording 
on a multi-track recording system which allows us the freedom to make mistakes and to 
restart a recording.  Therefore, the pressure of performing each track perfectly was lessened 
throughout this recording process.  Gibson (2005) highlights a significant difference of 
recording music versus a live performance saying that,  
“Musicians and engineers interact with technologies and acoustic spaces.  Their 
perceptions are not of inanimate, non-human actors but of ‘live’ spaces and 
technologies that mutate sound and shape a finished product, sometimes adding a 
special aural quality beyond the capacities of the musicians or technicians 
concerned” (Gibson 2005, p. 200) 
I find this to be very true in my experience of recording the album.  During a live 
performance there is only one opportunity to perform a piece to the best of your ability, and 
you are limited with how the finished product can sound.  However, through recording there 
are infinite combinations and possibilities that can be rendered or “mutated” in a studio.  
Similarly, live performance has an innumerable amount of variables that can affect the 
performance.  Gray (2003) affirms this by stating that, 
“Unlike the well-edited research paper, live performances have ways of taking 
unexpected turns.  Staring into the camera held by the guy from the local cable 
network, I may struggle, start to (oh no, not again) stutter, trying to harness words 
into a sentence and make myself comprehensible” (Gray 2003, 255) 
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 These are the three non-musical factors that I was able to control in order to create an 
environment capable of generating communitas – the musicians I who I wanted to perform 
with me, the time allotted for rehearsing and recording, and the space in which we were able 
to record.  It was in this environment in which communitas was generated, which I believe is 
captured on the album.  For me, the evidence of communitas is more difficult to find in terms 
of body language during the recording process as opposed to a live performance such as 
Transcending Liminality: (Re)Locating Thebrowncello (2015).  However, I believe that it is 
apparent through the feelings that I experience as I listen to the album and hear how well 
each arrangement is performed.  It is an excitement that still comes from me even though I 
have heard the album many times from the barest mixes of the recording stage to the final 
masters. 
 
 Other musicians experienced flow51 within the process of recording this album and, as 
I examined in Chapter Four of this thesis, that is one aspect that I believe shows communitas 
was present throughout the process of recording.  I believe that the verbal and visual 
communication between the musicians during the recording process helped to achieve this 
state of flow.  When asked about the experience of creating this album Conal O’Kane stated 
that, 
“What I felt was that everyone there knew what they were doing, and that led to a 
comfortable recording atmosphere.  I felt that everyone was able to trust that all 
the other musicians knew what they were doing, and as such were able to focus on 
what they themselves were doing.  So I felt flow during the recording because 
everyone knew what they were doing and all the musicians knew their parts.  An 
efficient recording atmosphere is a relaxed one, and a relaxed atmosphere will 
always lead to better results.  Nothing kills feeling on a track like multiple fucked 
up takes” (O’Kane, personal communication 2017). 
Conal notes that flow happened for him because of the trust that he had in the other 
musicians’ abilities to play their parts confidently.  For him, it appears that flow was achieved 
because of the comfortability of his surroundings and with the fellow performers.  Finn 
Harper also experienced a similar feeling stating that, 
                                                     
51 See Chapter Four 
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“I experienced a sense of flow during the recording process because the process 
was very comfortable.  The recording sessions were well organised and structured 
which helped the process run rather smoothly.  I felt a sense of community in the 
way that I knew all the musicians recording on the album and we all share 
common interests musically.  It enhanced the recording process immensely 
because we all felt very at ease with each other and secure that everyone knew 
their parts” (Harper, personal communication 2017). 
I believe that Conal and Finn were able to experience a sense of flow because of the 
familiarity with the musicians with whom they were playing as well as with the material that 
I presented to them.  This sense of flow is what I believe to be evidence of the existence of 
communitas through the recording process.  However, this is not to say that flow cannot be 
experienced with unfamiliar musicians. 
 
 Communication with and amongst the musicians recording the album also allowed for 
the sense of flow to be experienced by musicians during the recording process.  Conal 
mentions the agency that I provided throughout the recording process saying, 
“As for how you helped, it is extremely helpful to have a ‘band leader,” or some 
kind of focal point.  Democracy does not work in a live room, so having one 
person with the final say in all things makes things move much faster and much 
more cleanly.  Not that you took on a dictatorial approach; you offered 
suggestions and asked for advice, but at the end of the day the final word was 
yours” (O’Kane, personal communication 2017). 
For Conal, it seems that he wanted an atmosphere in which he could function as a session 
musician – a musician that is hired to record for studio sessions – and not have to arrange a 
lot of material himself.  This is where my role as the arranger of the material and the “band 
leader” comes in to play for him.  I could make the decisions on what I liked and this 
provided him with a comfortable atmosphere in which he could relax into a state of flow.  
These multiple flow states between musicians, as I have previously mentioned, are what I 
believe to be evidence of the emergence of communitas within this recording process.  
Shelemay (2011) notes this within the realm of worship communities stating, 
“Individual agency can play a decisive role in a descent community associated 
with a religious order, as a focal point for promulgating dissent, or as the other 
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center of attention that gives rise to strong feelings of affinity.  One can 
immediately think of the generative role played by leading musicians who, through 
their musical creativity and leadership, established liturgical orders that served as 
the basis for worship communities over the course of centuries.  From Ethiopia’s 
St. Yared to Lutheran Germany’s J.S. Bach, we have had no shortage of musicians 
who through their creativity and performance skills (or mythologies thereof) 
helped generate, expand, and maintain communities of prayer” (Shelemay 2011, 
p. 377). 
Now, I am not comparing myself to St. Yared or J.S. Bach, but I believe that being the band 
leader or focal point throughout the recording process helped to facilitate the creation of an 
atmosphere in which communitas could be generated.  I would also like to reiterate that this 
section approached the same narrative as the previous section of this chapter but highlighted a 
different theoretical perspective from liminality.  I believe that the communitas experienced 
through the recording of this album was unique due to the fact that I was acting, essentially, 
as a musical director throughout the recording process.  The performers experienced “flow” 
as it was facilitated by me through the processes of reflection and reconception of my first 
two major performance works. 
 
Process and the Product 
 
 Nimkulrat (2007) writes that, 
“After the creative process ends and the artifacts eventually get displayed in an 
exhibition, the practitioner-researcher plays the researcher’s role and looks back 
at the preceeding artistic process.  The practitioner-researcher analyzes and 
contextualizes the resulting artifacts as well as the creative process that went in to 
it using documentation created during the process and any relevant theories.  
While playing the researcher’s role, the practitioner-researcher may use 
reflections on the artifacts and elements from the artistic production process to 
facilitate the inquiry she is interested in” (Nimkulrat 2007, p. 4). 
The artifacts I have produced came from the two performances, Transcending 
Liminality: (Re)Locating Thebrowncello (2015) in the form of audio and video recordings.  
Through the lens of a practitioner-researcher I was able to analyse these performances via the 
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resulting artifacts and determine what I believe worked and what did not.  However, the 
artifacts only represent part of the performance and, indeed, can be seen separate from the 
performance and having their own lives.  Courtney (2017) notes this in his thesis stating, 
“I would argue that an audio-visual recording does not compare to the experience 
of viewing the live performance of this choreographic work.  This is due to the 
corporal and sensory experience of a live performance; which recording is not 
able to capture” (Courtney 2017, p. 84).  
However, these artifacts allowed for a method of replaying the experiences for reflective 
analysis after their creation.  Also because of these artifacts, I am able to recall my personal 
experiences and memories of performing which added to the data analysed throughout this 
thesis.  I also feel that it is necessary to clarify that Transcending Liminality: (Re)Locating 
Thebrowncello (2015) and Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016) were performance events and that 
the recordings of these performances the by-product artifacts of which I am referring.  Turino 
(2009) would classifies these works as presentational performances52 within his four fields of 
music making (Turino 2009, p. 101). 
 
Although these two performances were outputs of the analysis of my creative 
practice, they were also representations of the process of incorporating Thebrowncello into 
the idiom of Irish traditional music.  Transcending Liminality: (Re)Locating Thebrowncello 
(2015) displayed the process of blending multiple styles of music and cello technique 
together to formulate a style of cello playing that would compliment the tradition.  Similarly, 
Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016) displayed the integration of the cello within the tradition. 
 
 Through the process of analysing these two performance works, The Stepping Stone 
(2017) emerged.  Carter (2010) writes that, 
“Interest is what matters in creative research.  But we could say this the other way 
around: for the phrases ‘what is interesting’ and ‘what matters’ are synonymous.  
                                                     
52 “Presentational performance refers to situations where one group of people, the performers, have the 
responsibility to prepare and provide music for another group, the audience, who do not participate in producing 
sounds or motions that are deemed fundamental to the performance” (Turino 2009, p. 101). 
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What makes creative research interesting is its attitude towards, its ethos, if you 
like, in regard to material” (Carter 2010, p. 18). 
I highlighted what I thought musically ‘mattered’ from the two performances and featured 
them on this album.  In my opinion, I highlighted the things that I believe are ground-
breaking and stand out from the work of what other cellists have contributed to the tradition 
as I mentioned earlier through the work of Leathers (2007).  To the best of my knowledge the 
diverse variation of accompaniment techniques that I utilise on this album are ground-
breaking and have not been recorded on any other album of Irish traditional music on the 
cello.  Referring again to the work of Turino (2009), The Stepping Stone (2017) is categorised 
as a high-fidelity recording53 within his framework of framework of music making.  Whereas 
the two presentational performances I mentioned earlier created by-products which were used 
to analyse the performance, the direct intention of creating this album was to make a CD.  
The object of the presentational performances were the events themselves, whereas the object 
of the CD, or high-fidelity recording, was the actual CD. 
 
 The Stepping Stone was released to the public on the 18th of August, 2017.  The 
timing of this release was fitting as it created a metaphorical stepping stone for my career as a 
soloist as I conclude this thesis.  Prior to the release of the album, I sent digital copies to 
fellow cellists Natalie Haas and Eric Wright54, in order to obtain feedback on it as well as a 
press quotes that I would be able to use when advertising the album.  Natalie’s quote was as 
follows, 
“A fresh take on Irish music which incorporates the cello in a beautifully subtle 
yet driving way…great tune choices, well-crafted arrangements, and a killer 
groove. Alec Brown has it all…pure joy to listen to!” (Haas, personal 
communication 2017). 
Eric Wright’s quote was, 
“Alec Brown has approached Celtic rhythmic playing on the cello in a new and 
dynamic way - incorporating an uplifting and unique style to his music. While 
surrounded by a group of highly talented musicians, Alec brings his Irish cello 
                                                     
53 “High fidelity refers to the making of recordings that are intended to index or represent live performance” 
(Turino 2009, p. 102). 
54 The cellist from the band The Fretless. 
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stylings to the forefront of the performance, proving yet again, that you can never 
have enough cello…" (Wright, personal communication, 2017). 
 
 However, these are press quotes which are intrinsically positive by nature.  This 
means that the authors of the press quotes cannot be openly critical or, perhaps, express their 
true feelings toward the album as they are going to be used for public promotional material.  
If negative feedback or critiques were given then it would defeat the purpose of seeking the 
responses in order to further the promotion of the album.  If an artist does not feel that they 
are comfortable giving their honest opinion of an album because it may not be to their liking 
then they have the opportunity to decline providing a press quote. 
 
That being said Haas’ and Wright’s responses to the album have tremendously 
affected my confidence toward my research.  Reading these words of cellists whom I have so 
much respect for, who are highly regarded in the world of contemporary music as well as 
Western art music, and whom I have had the opportunity to learn from really means a lot to 
me.  This validation from my mentors, or colleagues at this point, is invaluable toward the 
assessment of the music that I make.  Clandinin (2000) explains the way in which Foucault 
examined art stating that,  
“…discourse, in this case art, is validated within a network of institutional 
relations.  The precise network formed by various institutions (art schools, 
universities, galleries, museums, publishers, auction houses), forms of 
classification (whether something was fine art, craft of design, media, conceptual 
framework) and authorities (curators, collectors, critics, teachers) positions 
something as art” (Candlin 2000, p. 3). 
Although this quote describes ways of positioning visual art, I posit that the same can be said 
for music.  In my situation, my journey to position myself and the cello within what I believe 
to be the centrality of Irish traditional music will be at the mercy of Irish traditional 
musicians, academic bodies and institutions, cellists, and many others.  This is something I 
have written about in Chapter Two of this research regarding the concept of authenticity.  In 
that chapter I primarily discussed how I believe that Comhaltas Ceoltóirí Éireann is largely 
associated with determining what instruments are accepted into the tradition.  However, there 
exists a large community of musicians outside of organisations such as this one who also 
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have an opinion on what is traditional and what is not.  Therefore, the validation received by 
two of my colleagues thus far has justified, for me, why I started this journey and created this 
album.  These words have made me feel validated as a cellist within the Irish music tradition.  
However, I want to reiterate that these were press quotes from two cellists who perform 
outside of Irish traditional music.   
 
 From my point of view, The Stepping Stone (2017) has been well received within 
Ireland and the idiom of traditional music.  Siobhán Long, a writer for The Irish Times55, and 
Alex Monaghan, a writer for Irish Music Magazine56, have both reviewed the album and gave 
it positive feedback57.  In these reviews, Long and Monaghan write about the collaborative 
element which exists on the album between myself and my fellow musicians.  This, I believe, 
is their recognition of the communitas generated as a result of making this recording.  
Monaghan’s review states that, 
“I’d describe most of the music here as modern Celtic rather than traditional 
Irish: the accompaniment is funky with a classical edge, and the melodies are 
freely interpreted by Brown and his friends” (See appendix VI). 
I believe that this description of my album, commenting on the ambiguity of its classification, 
resonates the experience of bands and artists who reside within the tradition, but whose 
contemporary styles may have pushed the boundaries of what is perceived to be traditional.  
For me, this discourse also validates the position of Thebrowncello within the context of Irish 
traditional music in that it is now under the lens of authenticity. 
 
Monaghan furthers on the ambiguity by citing what he hears as different influences 
throughout the album stating, 
“Fluters Niall Keegan and Conor Crimmins and keyboard fiend Tadhg Ó 
Meachair play new tradish tunes like Brendan Power’s Jig Jazz and Paul Kelly’s 
reel The Dresden, as well as jazzing up old favourites such as The Lonesome Jig 
and Julia Delaney.  The traditional reel Man of the House and Paddy O’Brien’s 
                                                     
55 The Irish Times is an Irish daily newspaper. (The Irish Times n.d.). 
56 Irish Music Magazine is a monthly Irish magazine which features multiple genres of music such as Irish 
traditional music and other folk music from around the world (Irish Music Magazine n.d.) 
57 See Appendices IV and V for the full reviews. 
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The Ormond Sound become almost folk rock with a chopping and grinding cello 
bass line reminiscent of Lordi.  The slow air and ragtime reel medley Spreagadh 
brings in everything from Mongolian temple music to Montreal Jazz.  The set of 
jigs, which follows, is another low grinding number on cello and box, but one of 
the more traditional tracks here” (see Appendix VI). 
Throughout this quote Monaghan compares tracks from The Stepping Stone (2017) to 
multiple genres of music.  Earlier in this section I stated that I wanted this album to present a 
diverse representation of what the cello can contribute to the idiom of Irish traditional music.  
I believe that Monaghan has picked up on this underlying philosophy throughout his review.  
Although I do not agree with all of his comparisons, this album is a work of art and can be 
viewed from multiple perspectives. 
 
 Siobhán Long also comments on the communal aspect of the album in her review 
when she wrote, 
“Considering the muscular power of the cello, Brown’s preference is for subtle 
engagement both with his chosen tunes and his collaborators.  His own 
compositions are deliciously atmospheric, resistant to the lure of convention, with 
echoes perhaps, of Brown’s tutelage by the experimental cellist, Rushad 
Eggleston” (See appendix V). 
From her perspective the cello’s engagement with the tunes and other musicians was seen as 
subtle whereas I believe the cello engages both subtely and powerfully.  Although there is a 
differing of opinions as to how much the cello engages with these two aspects of the album, 
Long acknowledges that there is an engagement present which I believe provides an objective 
perspective showing the existence of communitas on The Stepping Stone (2017). 
 
 I believe that The Stepping Stone (2017) is not only an output of this Ph.D., but it is 
also a milestone marking a significant point in the process of incorporating the cello into Irish 
traditional music.  It is a signifier of the process of inspiring other cellists to experiment with 
pushing the boundaries of what the instrument is capable of within traditional music.  For me 
it is exactly as the title implies – a stepping stone – to the next part of the journey of pushing 
what Thebrowncello is capable of within the tradition.  
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Chapter Summary 
 
 This chapter focused primarily on the integration of the cello into Irish traditional 
music through the performance Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016).  I would argue that the 
method of reflexive writing used to analyse the performance effectively allowed me to assess 
whether or not the performance met the goal I set of presenting Thebrowncello as an 
integrated entity within the Irish music tradition.  Through my methods of reflexive analysis 
and ethnographic interviews, a potentially new stylistic parameter (Keegan 2010) of Irish 
traditional music emerged, range.  This parameter is briefly examined in this chapter, but 
there is much potential for future investigation of this stylistic parameter.  The concept of 
communitas is also expanded upon within this chapter.  I examined factors which I believe 
help to create environments capable of generating communitas and their importance on my 
creative practice.  Within the context of my second performance, Spregadh: Inspiration 
(2016), I investigated how I believe that communitas was not generated in the performance 
due to a number of factors.  This investigation was informed by a reflective analysis of the 
performance and engagement with the reactions of the interviewees of the audience. 
 
 Liminality and communitas also emerged as concepts when examining the creation of 
my album The Stepping Stone (2017).  The analysis of the creation of this album informed 
me of new liminal spaces which emerged due to my investigation of liminality: physical 
liminal spaces which exist within the context of performative events, virtual liminal spaces 
which exist outside of a temporal and geographic nature, and conceptual liminal spaces that 
surround theoretical constructs such as the borders of traditions.  Focusing primarily on the 
emergence of virtual liminal spaces during the recording and mixing processes, I posited that 
virtual liminal spaces can exist in multiple stages of transition simultaneously and can be 
combined with others to further the progress of transition.  I also present the emergence of 
communitas on this album evidenced by the sense of flow that the musicians experienced 
during the recording process.  Within the context of the creation of this album, I presented 
flow, over body language, as evidence of communitas due to the open communication 
between the performers and sound engineer during the recording process.   Overall, this 
album acts as a culmination of the research that I have put into investigating and analysing 
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my creative practice throughout this thesis as I seek inclusion for Thebrowncello within the 
idiom of Irish traditional music. 
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Final Thoughts and Conclusions 
 
Discovering Thebrowncello 
 
This thesis is presented as a narrative of emerging ideas.  Chapter One of this thesis 
outlined the methodologies utilised throughout this research with the intention of answering 
my primary research question of – How can I integrate the cello into Irish traditional music 
as a melodic and accompaniment instrument?  The rationale behind this question was to 
create a new space for Thebrowncello within Irish traditional music, thereby creating a new 
path for the cello within the idiom of Irish traditional music.  Arts practice methods of 
narrative inquiry and autoethnography were a major contribution toward answering this 
question.  Throughout this thesis I have engaged with myself and others via interviews, 
written narratives, personal communication and journaling and then reflected on these 
engagements to understand how Thebrowncello was created and realised.  Traditional 
methodologies such as ethnographic interviewing and literature review within the discipline 
of Irish Music Studies have clarified the space in which Thebrowncello resided within the 
tradition as well as what I believe the status of the cello to be within the idiom of Irish 
traditional music.  As I examined in Chapter Five of this thesis, space is not a static concept, 
but it provides a context and set of conditions in which change can occur.  Furthermore, 
engaging with these methodologies has allowed me to realise the significance of this entity 
within my creative practice as well as recognising creative processes that transcend and shift 
into imagined spaces.  However, it was only through this research and utilising these 
methodologies that clarity and perspective was given to this entity as well as facilitating and 
making creative processes possible. 
 
 Thebrowncello is important to me because it is a manifestation of the creativity that 
exists between me, my cello and the environment in which we engage.  This entity inspires 
me and motivates me to create works and to learn new techniques and music which I have 
examined throughout this thesis.  Chapter Three of this research examined the stylistic 
influences which have shaped Thebrowncello within the idiom of Irish traditional music.  
However, these influences also allow Thebrowncello to exist outside of Irish traditional 
music and to manifest in multiple genres of music.  Instances of this appeared in Chapters 
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One and Three of this thesis via photos of me playing with the band Sean’s Walk and the 
singer-songwriter Lisa Canny.  Although the creative elements of Thebrowncello have not 
been documented in these contexts because the focus of this research is primarily Irish 
traditional music, Thebrowncello has contributed to the creation of music for these artists as 
well as many others throughout its existence.  As I noted in Chapter One, Thebrowncello has 
existed since I began playing the cello.  However, it was only through engaging with 
practice-based methods that the existence of this entity was realised.   
 
 My engagement with Thebrowncello will continue after this research has been 
completed because I believe that further understanding of this creative relationship between 
myself and my cello is vital for my creative practice.  I want to create works of art because 
this relationship exists.  Within the narrative presented during the first chapter of this work, I 
examined key formative moments which have influenced my musical life up to the point 
where I undertook this research.  These moments focused on competition and the fear of loss 
as motivators to improve my practice.  Now, after undergoing this practice-based Ph.D., I 
believe that Thebrowncello is the next key formative moment within my musical life.  
Through the discovery that this entity exists I have been able to create three major 
performance works which inform this research, but also act as standalone artistic outputs.  As 
a musician I have and will continue to collaborate with many artists outside of my primary 
performance genre of Irish traditional music.  Therefore, Thebrowncello will contribute to the 
creation of new solo and band work outside of the idiom of traditional Irish music as well as 
informing my practice as a teacher.  Over the past few years I believe that Thebrowncello has 
helped to facilitate my creativity when giving lectures and workshops on music both in and 
out of the realm of traditional Irish music.  However, this is also another aspect of 
Thebrowncello which can be investigated in further research. 
 
 In the first chapter of this thesis I presented a quote from Cancienne and Snowber 
(2003) which states that, 
“Even though we use writing as a method of reflection, one question that we ask 
is, ‘How can we access a way of writing from the body, a way in which theory 
meets practice so that the deep listening to life actually spills over from blood to 
ink?’” (Cancienne and Snowber 2003, p. 248). 
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I believe that my writing on the creation and discovery of Thebrowncello has done this.  
Writing about my engagement with this entity is something that comes from within me.  No 
one can physically understand the connection that I have with my instrument which makes 
Thebrowncello an entity, which is what I explained in Chapter Three of this thesis.  
Therefore, writing and attempting to describe my engagement with this metaphysical entity 
through reflection is the only way that this is possible.  Documentation of the performance 
works through audio and visual mediums alongside the written description of my active 
engagement with this entity can also help to understand this.  However, it is through 
performance in which it was realised and exists.  To clarify this point, Thebrowncello is a 
metaphysical entity whose existence is manifested through the physical connection I have 
with my cello as it rests between my legs and on my chest. 
 
Liminal Spaces and Communitas 
 
 The autoethnographic analysis of the first performance, Transcending Liminality: 
(Re)Locating Thebrowncello (2015) is the method in which I realised that liminal spaces and 
communitas are influencing factors on my creative practice.  As I examined in this research, 
liminal spaces are the “betwixt-and-between” spaces that Thebrowncello has engaged with 
while trying to create a space for itself within the Irish music tradition (Turner 2004).  One of 
these spaces is between Western art music - where the cello primarily functions - and Irish 
traditional music, where it is not often used.  Another liminal space is between the perceived 
periphery and the perceived centre of Irish traditional music, which is an imagined space that 
I write about in Chapter Two of this thesis referring to the work of Dowling (2014, p. 16).  
My research into these two liminal spaces has revealed to me that these spaces are not where 
Thebrowncello has to remain as a stationary entity trapped in limbo.  Rather, these liminal 
spaces are processual transformational spaces which allow for change.  These spaces act as a 
mode of transformation between commonly imagined spaces between traditions such as 
Western art music, Irish traditional music, bluegrass music, etc., and within traditions such as 
from the perceived periphery of Irish traditional music to the perceived centrality.  The latter 
is what was demonstrated in the first performance informing this research. 
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 Transcending Liminality: (Re)Locating Thebrowncello (2015) showed the changes in 
Thebrowncello that were occurring within the liminal space between the perceived periphery 
and perceived centrality of Irish traditional music.  Through these changes, which were 
facilitated by drawing on techniques from other traditions where the cello is seen as a more 
prominent figure, an environment was created that nurtured the communal engagement 
between the other musicians featured in this performance – communitas.  This happened 
when we experienced liminality together as a group (Turner 2004) and, without the 
generation of communitas, I do not believe that Thebrowncello would have been able to 
transcend this particular liminal space.  The internal creation of work (i.e. creating 
arrangements in a practice room alone, sketching arrangement ideas in my head, etc.) was 
only a step toward relocating Thebrowncello and, as I examined in Chapter Four of this 
thesis, it was only through the communal engagement fostered within the performers that 
communitas was able to be generated within this performance which allowed for 
Thebrowncello to shift into what I perceive to be the centrality of the Irish music tradition. 
 
 This theory was reinforced during the second performance of this research, but with a 
different outcome which I have outlined in Chapter Five.  I believe that Spreagadh: 
Inspiration (2016) lacked certain environmental characteristics in order to generate the same 
type of communitas as I found in the analysis of Transcending Liminality: (Re)Locating 
Thebrowncello (2015).  The same liminal space which fostered the creation of the first 
performance did not seem to exist during the creation and execution of this work as the lack 
of time put a strain on the communal engagement within rehearsals, subsequently hindering 
the generation of communitas in the performance.  I believe that the results of my analysis of 
this performance reaffirm my thoughts that communitas is integral to the transcension of 
liminal spaces between music traditions and within music traditions.  Although the results of 
my analysis of my autoethnographic reflections on this performance were that I did not 
experience communitas within this performance, the audience may have experienced or 
witnessed it from their point of view.  Based on the responses to questions presented after the 
performance, I believe the audience may have felt that there was a generation of communitas 
evidenced by the dialogue between the cello and the other instruments throughout the 
performance.  However, the collection of data was not detailed enough to substantiate this 
claim, but I believe that it presents an avenue for potential future research – Is communitas 
within music limited to the performers who are in a liminal space or can it be experienced by 
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the audience if the performers do not experience it?  I believe that Section Three of Chapter 
Five is a good starting point for this future research. 
 
 Synthesizing the analyses of both Transcending Liminality: (Re)Locating 
Thebrowncello (2015) and Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016), I began to understand that there 
are factors which contribute toward an environment capable of generating communitas within 
liminal spaces.  Therefore, I wanted to create another performance output which would 
purposefully attempt to create an environment capable of generating communitas through the 
creation of The Stepping Stone (2017).  Furthermore, through the reflection of Spreagadh: 
Inspiration (2016) as well as examining the creation of The Stepping Stone (2017) the 
concept of multiple liminal spaces emerged.  It came to my attention that I needed to 
distinguish between liminal spaces as they are not the same, nor do they occur under the same 
circumstances.  I examined in Chapter Five of this thesis that I believe conceptual liminal 
spaces, such as the space between Irish traditional music and Western art music, are 
communally defined and are not affected by my personal engagement with them.  These 
liminal spaces can be identified as the space between the borders of tradition, however that is 
not to say that conceptual liminal spaces only exist in this context.  There could be endless 
numbers of conceptual liminal spaces both within and outside the study of music.  I also 
examined physical and virtual liminal spaces which can be influenced by my personal 
engagement with them.  However, the interesting thing about these spaces is that they can 
intertwine in order to influence the creative practice of Thebrowncello.  Conceptual liminal 
spaces within the idiom of Irish traditional music can also provide the framework in which 
physical and virtual liminal spaces operate and create an environment in which communitas 
can be generated.  I believe that there is much more future research that can be done 
regarding the distinction between these spaces as well as into the possibility of the existence 
of more liminal spaces and their influence on my creative practice as well as the creative 
practice of others who experience liminality and communitas through performance. 
 
I believe that The Stepping Stone (2017) is an example of how communitas can be 
nourished in a setting where I am leading an ensemble, but we are all actively engaging with 
each other and experiencing the same creative space.  The generation of communitas 
flourished throughout the creation of this album by reversing the struggle between internal 
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solo work and communal engagement.  The internal solo work had already been laid out 
before the rehearsals for this project began.  A lifetime of creative liminal spaces, some of 
which involved communitas, consisting of studying cello technique, reworking sets from 
previous performances, and incorporating newer techniques, were all ready to be presented to 
the performers for this project.  Then, through rehearsals with these musicians in various 
ensembles, an environment emerged that facilitated communitas to be generated.  The 
communitas generated through this album is one that embraces Thebrowncello within the 
idiom of Irish traditional music. 
 
 Reflecting on the newfound importance of liminality and communitas on my creative 
practice is also important to examine within the context of the narrative I presented in 
Chapter One of this thesis.  I believe that these concepts existed prior to my reflection but I 
had not yet characterised them within the context of my creative practice.  Key formative 
moments throughout this narrative examine the primary influences on my creative practice 
over the course of my musical life up to the point of undertaking this research.  However, I 
believe that communitas is something that has pervaded in my musical life.  In the first key 
formative moment entitled Competition as Motivation, I note that competition was necessary 
for me in order to progress musically.  However, I eventually determined that it is unhealthy 
for me personally.  This might be because, personally, the communitas being generated 
through competition is one that is not facilitated through a creative liminal space.  The other 
key formative moments - The Fear of Loss, Searching for a Home and Classical Meets 
Traditional – hint at the existence of communitas as well.  Upon discovering Irish traditional 
music through a significant personal injury, I began to enter a creative space outside of 
Western art music.  Not knowing what this was or its effect on my creative practice at the 
time, I began to search for a collaborative element within this new space by convening with 
local musicians, which began my journey into the liminal space between traditions and where 
I wanted to focus my attention.  However, this is only the beginning of my investigation of 
liminality and communitas on my past creative practice and it presents further potential 
research opportunities on the effect of these concepts on creative practices. 
 
 In Chapter Two I examined the imagined space separating the core and periphery of 
Irish traditional music, and I refer to this space throughout this thesis.  Gradually, throughout 
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this thesis I began to distinguish between liminal spaces and understand how they are 
defined.  I believe that it is important to readdress this imagined space between the core and 
periphery of the tradition with regard to my distinction of these spaces in Chapter Five.  
Combining the work of Chapter Two with the research of Chapter Five, I believe that 
Dowling’s (2014, p. 16) imagined spaces of the periphery and core of Irish traditional music 
are separated by a conceptual liminal space.  This space acts as a border which separates the 
imagined periphery and core, which is defined by actors who reside both in and out of the 
tradition.  However, this does not remove personal agency from the liminal space.  For 
example, this thesis documents my journey of transcending this liminal space between the 
perceived periphery and perceived core which could only be done via my personal 
engagement with this conceptual liminal space.  Journeying through this creative liminal 
space acted as a catalyst for my personal creativity which allowed me to push the boundaries 
of what I thought was capable of both the cello and my playing of the cello.  This resonates 
with what other cellists have done in traditions that the cello is not necessarily native to, such 
as Natalie Haas, Rushad Eggleston and Neil Martin, as I examined in Chapter Three.  As 
Salamone (2004) explained, “…liminality is the process of midtransition in a rite of passage” 
(Salamone 2004, p. 98), and that is what each of these cellists, including myself, have gone 
through in order to become cellists of note within their own traditions. 
 
 In conclusion, I believe that liminality and liminal spaces can be artistically 
productive.  Within the creative practice of Thebrowncello, liminality has fostered change 
which allowed it to move from the perceived periphery of Irish traditional music to the 
perceived centre, thereby making liminality a way of moving between spaces.  These changes 
allowed the liminal space to be experienced by others within a performative context in order 
to facilitate the generation of communitas.  This communitas allowed Thebrowncello to 
transcend the borders of tradition and adapt new roles within the imagined core of Irish 
traditional music. 
 
 The factors in which communitas can be generated within the context of various 
performance types, such as live settings and recordings, is a topic for future research that I 
will investigate outside of this thesis.  I believe that this is especially applicable when 
investigating concepts such as authenticity and imagined spaces/borders within the idiom of 
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Irish traditional music as well as other music traditions.  I am also interested in investigating 
Thebrowncello further, seeking to understand what other liminal spaces it resides in and how 
they influence the performance practice of the entity.  Along with these future potential 
research topics, I will continue to engage with Thebrowncello in order to create music which 
not only informs my creative practice, but can stand alone as good art. 
 
Final Thoughts 
  
 When I began this research my primary question was, “How can I integrate the cello 
into Irish traditional music as a melodic and accompaniment instrument?” Throughout this 
practice-based research I believe that I have potentially made inroads for the cello into the 
Irish music tradition.  However, this is only my characterisation of my journey and could be 
interpreted differently by anyone both in and out of the Irish music tradition.  The title of this 
thesis is ‘Strung Out’: Forging a New Path for the Cello within Irish Traditional Music and I 
believe that I have forged a new path for the cello within the tradition.  I included ‘Strung 
Out’ in the title because I believe that I am addicted to my instrument and the effect that our 
interaction has on anyone who has heard us, whether that is positive or negative.  This was 
and is my personal journey, but it is supported through my interactions and feedback from 
fellow musicians and audience members.  However, it is for history and others to determine 
whether the cello has or will have an impact on the Irish traditional music scene as a 
mainstream instrument.  I can only provide the stepping stone which I am hoping others will 
follow to lay down their own paths both for the cello as well as those who wish to include 
instruments into traditions which they are not native to. 
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Appendix I 
Program for Transcending Liminality: (Re)Locating Thebrowncello (2015) 
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Appendix II 
Program for Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016) 
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Appendix III  
Reflexive analysis of Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016) 
 
The following section is a detailed analysis of an audio and video recording of Spreagadh: 
Inspiration (2016) written two months after the performance.  As the performance was 
finished in October, I decided to take two months away from it before I began the analysis of 
it as it felt too soon for me to analyse it straight away based on my initial negative feelings 
toward the performance.  I quoted from Brendán de Gallaí’s (2013) thesis in my first chapter 
stating that one difficulty recording data on-site, or in this case, post-performance, was that 
the high level of self-awareness can “taint” the data (de Gallaí 2013, p. 38).  I knew that if I 
attempted to analyse the performance immediately after, that it would be emotionally tainted.  
Chang (2008) states that “data analysis and interpretation are the crux of the research process 
and cannot be rushed” (Chang, 2008, p. 217).  Therefore, I chose to wait until December to 
start the analysis.  This analysis is different from the analysis of the previous performance in 
Chapter Four as I wanted to critically examine the space I had created for Thebrowncello 
through Spreagadh: Inspiration (2016). 
 
This appendix contains an analysis of the tunes and songs as well as a timestamp of 
important sections throughout which are taken from the video of the performance included 
with this thesis.  This section is written as a reflexive narrative which includes technical 
critiques as well as memories and feelings that emerged as I was analysing the performance 
by watching it on my laptop through high-quality headphones.  This method of 
autoethnography is grounded in the works of Bartleet (2009), Ellis (1996), and Chang (2008).  
Chang writes that, 
“In autoethnography, it is not possible for you to remove yourself from the picture 
totally; yet it is achievable if you attempt to describe your behaviours or contexts 
as closely as possible to what they were, with little interjection of your opinions 
and evaluations.  This kind of objective, realistic description can set up a context 
for later cultural interpretation or be interlaced with analytical and interpretive 
remarks” (Chang 2008, p. 144). 
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As I stated earlier, I decided to postpone analysing this performance immediately after it was 
finished.  In doing so, I feel that the analysis presented in this chapter has allowed me to 
adequately describe what is happening throughout the performance with few negative 
interjections that Chang suggests above.  The analytical and interpretive remarks throughout 
the evaluation are, in my opinion, constructive commentary based around the execution of 
each set.  Following each set of tunes is an overall analysis of each set as a whole.  This 
analysis is necessary for me to have the opportunity to reflect on the strengths and 
weaknesses of the performance and, in the context of this research, determine whether I have 
demonstrated a successful integration of the cello into the Irish music tradition through this 
performance.  Chang affirms this when saying that, 
“Analysis and interpretation enable researchers to shift their focus from merely 
“scavenging” or “quilting” information bits to actively “transforming” them into 
a text with culturally meaningful explanations” (Chang, 2008, p. 126). 
She also states that data is not gathered in order to stand alone to tell the story, but that it is 
there to support and illustrate the arguments presented (ibid.).  Therefore, this analysis is a 
way for me to, “review, fracture, categorize, rearrange, probe, select, deselect, and sometimes 
simply gaze at collected data in order to comprehend how ideas, behaviours, material objects, 
and experiences from the data interrelate and what they really mean to actors and their 
environments” throughout this performance (Chang, 2008, pp. 126-127).  I did not interview 
the musicians after this performance as I did for Transcending Liminality: (Re)Locating 
Thebrowncello (2015).  I decided this because I felt that the musicians would have provided 
me with responses tailored to what they think I might want to hear, instead of providing me 
with critically analytic data.  Therefore, this analysis draws from my experience of examining 
the performance. 
 
The Newcastle Hornpipe/The Gypsy Princess 
The Newcastle Hornpipe – 1st time through (1:43): 
 From the start of this I can see that I’m very nervous and unsettled, which I can hear 
in my voice.  The swing to the hornpipe isn’t what I was going for at the beginning and the 
notes are very mechanical sounding.  I was worried a lot about the intonation of the left hand 
(because the tune is in E-flat major) meaning that I lost focus on my right hand.  This also 
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stopped me from hiding the slides58 throughout, as can be heard at 1:52.  I also feel that I’m 
not in sync with Conal on guitar from 1:52 up until 2:00.  I want to attribute this to rushed 
rehearsals and piecing things together at the last minute, which meant there wasn’t enough 
time to get settled.  The variation at 2:02 worked pretty well until the out of tune rolls that 
played at 2:04.  I’m not unhappy with the way that the first B-part of the tune went.  My bow 
bounced at 2:14 but I recovered…the only issue for me is that it was a bit pitchy.  However, 
the second time through the B-part of the tune (2:17), I became overconfident and began to 
rush the tempo, which caused mistakes in my left and right hands, meaning the bowing and 
notes were not in sync with each other.   
 
The Newcastle Hornpipe – 2nd time through (2:40): 
 The “classical” variation of the tune went pretty well.  I wanted to hold the chord at 
2:45 a little longer, but I’ll attribute that to nerves which I also think were affecting my 
intonation.  Intonation throughout the second time through this A-part of the tune was not 
very good at all.  The B-part rushed at 3:07 while I was trying to do a staccato variation.  As I 
walked down in the pizzicato section of this B-part (3:23) I felt more comfortable…even 
listening to it I feel more comfortable as it sounds like I’m in my element doing the pizz., 
despite the little intonation issues.  Overall the plucked version of the B-part from 3:23 
onwards is very satisfying. 
 
The Gypsy Princess – 1st time through (3:50): 
 Aisling didn’t arrive in confidently at the beginning of the tune with me, and seemed 
hesitant on where the downbeat was.  Aisling’s intonation is a little off throughout the A-
parts of the tune.  I like how my pizz. backing is following the melody of the tune, but I could 
have done more to fill it out.  I feel that I could have also done more to accompany the 
second part of the tune this time around.  I actually just resorted to sounding like an upright-
bass backing a bluegrass standard, which is not what I was envisioning when I was originally 
thinking about this tune in the performance.  
                                                     
58 Slides can occur when my left hand has not released the string enough between shifting positions and the bow 
is still moving, causing an unintended slur.  I describe it as when my hands are out of sync with each other. 
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The Gypsy Princess – 2nd time through (4:29) 
 Firstly, the variation that I was trying to do did not transmit well at all.  I was going 
for a sort of record-skipping-on-a-turntable effect, but instead played something that seemed 
like I just forgot the melody of the tune and played a “B” until I got the tune back in my 
fingers.  The melody playing after that at 4:35 is actually pretty nice and from there onwards 
where I walked my bass line was rather enjoyable to listen back to. 
 
Overall thoughts: 
Firstly, I can state that I have played a hornpipe that I found extremely difficult to 
learn and to execute, and I am proud that I was able to get through the tune without any 
show-stopping mistakes.  That being said, however, I do not think that this set of tunes went 
as well as it could have gone.  I think that a lot more practice and rehearsal could have 
improved this set, which would have been an important moral boost as this was the starting 
set of the performance.  I just feel that this set seemed very rushed to be put together overall.  
I wasn’t comfortable with all of my variations in the melody playing that I was doing, either 
with the bow or whilst playing pizzicato.  I do feel that the accompaniment sections that were 
pizz. were mostly okay.  The rhythms that I was using in the Gypsy Princess, specifically the 
second time through the tune, were a bit monotonous, but I enjoyed the freedom that I was 
taking harmonically. 
 
Man of the House/Ormond Sound 
Man of the House – 1st time through (6:46): 
 I think that the introduction to this set is really great.  I like the slow and 
uncomplicated chopping pattern that I have set up for the beginning before Seán and Finn 
join in with the tune.  This is exactly how I wanted this set to sound: swinging and laid-
back...heavy and bassy as well.  Finn and Seán also seem to be fitting into the groove I’m 
creating for them as well. 
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Man of the House – 2nd time through (7:36): 
 I’m making the chopping pattern slightly more complex by adding triple chops and 
hitting the upper strings to fill out the rhythmic patterns more and more.  This is still very, 
very pleasing to listen to. 
 
Man of the House – 3rd time through (8:00): 
 This is the final time through the chopping pattern and I’ve gradually filled in all of 
the beats that I wanted to add as well as well as the notes that change from D to E-minor.    
There are slight bow hiccups at 8:09 but I’m still okay with that.  Going into the B-part this 
time, I unintentionally staggered at 8:15, but that’s the only major mistake I hear in this tune.  
Everything else I’m quite pleased with so far. 
 
Man of the House – 4th time through (8:26): 
 Things are starting to fall apart as I start this transition.  I cannot recall from memory 
what I was feeling at this stage, only that I needed to recover quickly.  As I watch this 
recording I’m still not really sure what the root of the errors are; whether it’s that I took the 
transition too fast, or if I just needed to work out more solidly what I was going to do for the 
transition harmonically.  The transition itself feels a bit misplaced, and it looks and sounds to 
me like I just got too excited about how well things were going and got ahead of myself, 
which allowed the groove to get away from me.  I could have rehearsed this more which 
would have helped to play the transition much better. 
 
Ormond Sound – 1st time through (9:00): 
 The speed is where I wanted it and the ponticello effect sounds just like I wanted it to 
while I accompanied the others.  In the B-part I feel like I’m slightly pushing the musicians 
faster and faster. 
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Ormond Sound – 2nd time through (9:37) 
 So far, so good from the beginning of this round of the tune.  However, from my new 
knowledge of accompanying tunes, which I have gained since the performance, I hear the 
monotony of the accompanying pattern that I’m using in this tune.  I failed at my downbow 
ricochet triplet at 9:52, despite practicing it repeatedly.  I don’t feel like the second part of 
this round is anything special.  It just seems like I changed the chords and kept the same 
rhythms going. 
 
Ormond Sound – 3rd time through (10:11): 
 The triplet chops in the A-part were strong in this round, and I feel like the musicians 
and I finally synced this time through the tune.  I’m really liking the groove and the way that 
things are settling until 10:26.  Everything fell apart at this stage.  I completely forgot the 
vibe that I was trying to bring into the B-part of the tune.  The first time through this B-part 
was just me flailing through rhythms and trying to get something that I was able to grab on to 
rhythmically.  I managed to recover for the 2nd time around playing this B-part, and brought 
the rhythm of the 1st part into the second one as well.   
 
Overall thoughts: 
 I thought that this set started off strong.  It had a very nice and heavy groove that I felt 
comfortable expanding upon throughout the entirety of the first tune.  It seemed that things 
got a lot more uneasy the faster the set got, however.   
 
Chocolate Jesus (12:09) 
 I think that I’m unsettled in the speed of the groove that I wanted to take this song at.  
I could have prepared for this better by performing it in front of more people before the 
performance.  Oh, listening back to this recording is really giving me goosebumps because I 
absolutely hate listening back to my voice on a recording.  I should have laid back more in 
the groove that I was making in order for me to sing the song at a comfortable pace, which 
would have allowed me to let the words flow instead of smashing them together.  I can also 
see my jaw clenching when I sing certain words which is pinching some of the pitches.  It’s 
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quite rushed throughout and I feel that the solo-sections are just way too fast.  Complete 
nervousness is taking over.  Thank God I’m done with that. 
 
Overall thoughts: 
 I’ve done that song so many times since performing it on the 11th of October and I’ve 
never been as nervous doing it as I was that night.  Reflecting on this set while watching back 
has brought to my attention that I probably should have picked another song to sing.  I was 
much more comfortable singing this song unlike “Skippin’ in the Mississippi Dew” that I 
chose to sing for the last performance.  However, I think that this song is better suited to a 
less-formal setting when I sing it.  I think that performing it in an academic setting, which I 
considered this to be, created an extra amount of tension that is normally avoided when 
singing it on a stage at a festival.  I’m really not happy with this. 
 
McKenna’s/Catherine Kelly’s/Anthony Frawley’s 
McKenna’s – 1st time through (17:03): 
 The A-part is off to a great start!  I feel like I’m very comfortable with the bowing 
that I’m doing.  There are just one or two intonation issues at the end of the phrases.  I’m 
pretty shocked with how well this has started.  When the B-part starts the rhythm is pretty 
decent, however the intonation is all over the place especially when I’m shifting positions to 
hit the high “E.” 
 
McKenna’s – 2nd time through (17:36): 
 The rhythm is back to normal and stays pretty consistent throughout this round.  The 
first time I did the variation rolling an “E” on the “D”-string was extremely out of tune.  The 
second time I did the exact same variation it wasn’t as bad.  Going back into the B-part was 
extremely pitchy again…but the rhythm seems pretty okay to me still.  There are a few nice 
cuts in there as well, but they’re in the same spots on the same fingers.  Going into the next 
tune I sort of smashed all of the ending together and disregarded the finishing phrase, which 
did not sound good to me. 
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Catherine Kelly’s – 1st time through (18:10): 
 The tune itself is okay…and the rhythm seems to be there.  I feel like it does have the 
swing that I have been looking for in my playing of jigs, but the intonation seems to be 
bringing the whole thing down again for me.  This is the same for the B-part of the tune when 
I’m starting the phrases on a “C.” 
 
Catherine Kelly’s – 2nd time through (18:35): 
 I panicked through the first time of this round and played an “F” that I didn’t mean to 
at the beginning because the original plan was to play that “F” at the beginning of the 2nd B-
part of this round.  The rhythm seems to have slacked off a bit through the A-parts and 
became unsteady.  Where has the intonation gone?? Was it ever really there in my playing or 
is this just performance nerves? 
 
 Catherine Kelly’s – 3rd time through (19:00): 
 I’m a lot happier with the way that this round of the tune happened compared to the 
other rounds of the tune.  I think that the intonation is there and the rhythm found its way 
back into my playing.  However, at the end of the B-part I started thinking about the next tune 
and lost myself before I got to the second tune. 
 
Anthony Frawley’s – 1st time through (19:25): 
 Listening to this I immediately feel that I am more comfortable with playing this tune.  
The confidence seems to be there in my bowing.  I did the shift to play the “E” at the end of 
phrases earlier, unlike in “McKenna’s,” and it really helped the intonation issues that I was 
having.  I remember when I played this set for Niall and Sandra by myself they said that they 
were happy with the way that this tune swings, and so far I am as well. 
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Anthony Frawley’s – 2nd time through (19:56) 
 Again, I’m not completely dissatisfied with the way this round of the tune went.  
There were a couple of intonation issues, but I’m happy with the way that the variations were 
played and the overall rhythm of this tune.  Intonation doesn’t seem quite as off as it was in 
the other two tunes. 
 
Overall Thoughts: 
 I find myself questioning, like others have when I tell them about the topic of my 
research, “should the cello play tunes in Irish traditional music?”  I really can’t come up with 
an answer for this question based upon this set.  I suppose a question that I should be posing 
is whether I should be playing tunes on the cello, not whether tunes should be played on the 
cello by anyone.  However, this just needs to be addressed in practice. 
 
Spreagadh  
 I think I need to write about this set as a whole and not tune-by-tune.  Okay, so 
listening up until I turned the tune into a polka, everything sounded lovely and as therapeutic 
as I wanted it to come across.  There was a slight mistake in the arranging of the loop pedal 
that only I would have noticed, and it’s something I covered up so I’m not worried about that 
at all.  At 26:25 is where my big mistake happened, but again it was covered up pretty well.  I 
forgot the tune that I was trying to play and accidentally went into a pattern of bowing that 
was for the second tune in the set, not a polka version of what I thought I was playing before.  
So, I played the first phrase of my tune and I think that I recovered pretty well!  I just doubled 
it up so it made it seem like I did it on purpose…then I got into the polka.  My tune, 
“Spreagadh,” seemed to go pretty well too.  I like how mine and Sharon’s styles blended for a 
bit when we were both playing the tune and it made me want it to continue a little bit longer.  
The strumming accompaniment was pretty good.  There were a couple of errors where 
pitches weren’t coming through as cleanly as I wanted, but I think it went well overall.  The 
ending went on a bit longer than it should have, and I think that it would have been better if I 
faded the loops in toward the end of the last time through the tune, instead of after it ended. 
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The Orphan/The Black Bell/It’s Called a Cello, Man 
 
The Orphan – 1st time through (31:36): 
 Why did I decide to put this tune in?  I know that I liked the tune but I do not think 
that it is adding anything to the performance.  The ponticello that I’m using is reminiscent of 
what I was doing when I did my MA performance…and I don’t think that it is in any way 
ground-breaking. 
 
The Orphan – 2nd time through (32:13): 
 When I started doing a more solid rhythmic pattern there are a few flubs, both within 
the chord choice, and rhythmically through the A-part of the tune.  Conal suggested going to 
a C# in the bass of the chord and this was relatively new to me…and I can hear that I’m 
struggling with this throughout this round of the tune.  Even rhythmically as I tried to fill out 
some of the pattern a bit more, using the upper strings, there are still a few mistakes 
happening, and the chord pattern is very monotonous. 
 
The Black Bell – 1st time through (32:44): 
 I think the transition into this tune worked really well.  So far, it sounds like a 
professional arrangement of a tune – backing the tune with drones and catching the tags at the 
end of the tune as it repeats.  There were a few mistakes in the melody as I went through the 
B-part of the tune, but I’m okay with them.  I think it is a bit ironic, however, that I mess up 
on a tune that I wrote myself. 
 
The Black Bell – 2nd time through (33:16): 
 The variation of going through the first few bars of the tune in the A-part in the major 
key worked very nicely.  I actually didn’t stop to write anything now because I was enjoying 
listening back to the tune and hearing the energy.  I think the momentum drops slightly as we 
moved into the B-part of the tune, however, as the next variation is coming up in the 3rd time 
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through the tune, I noticed that I didn’t do anything to crush the end of the phrases with 
anticipation, of which I am proud. 
 
The Black Bell – 3rd time through (33:47): 
 Listening to that variation of dropping the first beat felt so good!  I was delighted with 
it as well, looking at my face, for a brief second.  I think that everything else throughout this 
bit of the tune was pretty great.  Intonation wasn’t too big of an issue and it was a joy to listen 
back to, overall.  I did, however, begin to crush the end of the final B-part phrase as the next 
transition was coming up.  There seems to be a pattern of this happening in the performance. 
 
Cello, Man – Transition (34:18): 
 I’m having a hard time being objective about this already, because of the mistake I 
made by leaving the octave pedal on.  I already know what’s going to happen.  So far, the 
looping was a success.  Everything is starting off just as I wanted it to with the eerie sounds.  
I should have had a longer fade-out time on the loop, however, or triggered the fade a bit later 
as I think it dropped out too quickly.  Also, the octave down loop of the “G” wasn’t in sync 
with the other plucked loop that I was using. 
 
Cello, Man – 1st time through (35:30): 
 Okay, so…obviously the octave pedal is still on which is why I can’t hear what’s 
going on through the monitor and I thought that the cello was lost in the mix of everything.  I 
need to look past that now and focus on what else is going on with the tune.  I think the speed 
is a bit slower than I want it to be…I should have been pushing it more.  Also, deleting the 
plucked loops while I was mid-tune was pretty good.  I don’t think that I stumbled in the 
playing of the tune while I was deleting them. 
 
Cello, Man – 2nd time through (36:09): 
 So far, I’m actually happy with the way that the tune is playing out.  The balance of 
everything is pretty good as well.  The loop faded back in nicely with the B-part of the tune. 
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Overall thoughts: 
 This set is hard for me to come to terms with. I think I ruined the set from the start by 
placing “The Orphan” in it.  It was out of place and I think that I wanted something 
comfortable and cushy to start the set with before blasting into two of my own compositions.  
In theory, that would have been nice, but I chose a tune that I wasn’t comfortable 
accompanying and it didn’t set the stage for the whole arrangement well enough.  I think I 
also wanted to blend my two tunes into a “trad set” by starting with “The Orphan”…but I 
don’t think that it needed it.  I’m very happy with the way that I played my two tunes and I 
think they went down well as a set together.  I’m going to mention it again...that damn octave 
pedal that I mistakenly left on is really annoying me, and that will continue to nag me about 
this performance.  I remember Niall being sceptical of my pedal usage because he said that 
they needed to be perfect if I was going to use them at all.  The thing is, I have been using 
them for years and am quite fluent in what they’re capable of and how to use them.  But, of 
course, I messed up one thing with them and now I feel like I didn’t prove my ability on them 
because of it. 
 
16 Come Next Sunday (38:45) 
 I was extremely nervous for this set, even though it doesn’t seem like it to me as I 
watch it back.  I really like the delay and the reverb that I have on this set.  The main thing for 
this set was that I needed to catch the beats between Karan’s words and make sure that I was 
able to follow exactly what she was singing, even though she did not have a set number of 
beats that she would wait before coming back in once the tempo sped up.  At 40:45 – I 
needed to pull back to meet her tempo again.  The mistakes really come through when you’re 
using a reverb pedal. At 42:15 I got really settled in the groove and ended up making a 
mistake in the next phrase.  Overall, I think the level of musicianship displayed in this song 
was pretty outstanding.  As I mentioned previously, Karan and myself had only rehearsed the 
song once with the effects pedals before the performance, and being able to read her facial 
expressions and breathing to see when she was going to continue with a phrase was 
extremely difficult, but I think overall that this song showed good chemistry between the two 
of us. 
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The Singing Stream (44:55) 
This is another one of those times when I’m wondering why I put a tune into this 
performance.  I feel like I just tried to accommodate the “typical” performance archetype and 
put in this slow air because I felt like I needed to.  I do love the air, but I don’t think that I 
performed it to the best of my ability during this performance.  There were intonation issues 
throughout this air.  Even the second time through the tune with Conal was just completely 
sloppy and only semi-rhythmic.  Listening back to it, I can’t figure out who was following 
whom. 
 
The Ashplant Cometh (53:33) 
I can only write about this set overall.  This set was everything that I wanted it to be.  
It was heavy.  It was slow and grooving while also being very rich and thick.  I love how all 
of the musicians really engaged with me in this track, and I think that’s why it was so 
comfortable to finish the performance with this set.  Two very tiny things that I’m not as 
pleased with: the section where I am soloing – similar to the last performance – should have 
been worked out a bit more beforehand, and at the very end (57:26) where Seán chops on the 
fiddle just outside of the rhythm that I’m doing.  I think that my rhythm isn’t consistent with 
the track, but if Seán didn’t chop then I don’t think that the inconsistency would have been as 
noticeable.  Despite this, I think this is my favourite track from the performance. 
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Appendix IV 
Album artwork for The Stepping Stone (2017) 
Outside panels front & back 
 
Inside panels 
 
 
 
 
 
220 
 
Appendix V 
Review of The Stepping Stone on The Irish Times’s website by Siobhán Long 
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Appendix VI 
Review of The Stepping Stone on Irish Music Magazine’s website by Alex Monaghan 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
222 
 
Appendix VII 
 
University of Limerick Ethical Consent Forms 
 
 
